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To

OUR READERS

FARMS is a research arm of Brigham Young University's Institute
for the Study and Preservation of Ancient Religious Texts. As such, it
encourages and supports research on the Book of Mormon, the Book
of Abraham, the Bible, other ancient scripture, and related subjects.
Under the FARMS imprint, the Institute publishes and distributes
titles in these areas for the benefit of scholars and interested Latterday Saint readers. Primary research interests at FARMS include the
history, language, literature, culture, geography, politics, and law relevant to ancient scripture. Although such subjects are of secondary
importance when compared with the spiritual and eternal messages of
scripture, solid research and academic perspectives can supply certain kinds of useful information, even if only tentatively, concerning
many significant and interesting questions about scripture.
FARMS makes interim and final reports about this research available widely, promptly, and economically. These publications are peer
reviewed to ensure that scholarly standards are met. The proceeds
from the sale of these materials are used to support further research
and publications. As a service to teachers and students of the scriptures, research results are distributed in both scholarly and popular
formats.
It is hoped that this information will help all interested people to
"come unto Christ" (Jacob 1:7) and to understand and appreciate more
fully the scriptural witnesses of the divine mission of Jesus Christ, the
Son of God.
The principal purpose of the FARMS Review of Books is to help
serious readers make informed choices and judgments about books
published, primarily on the Book of Mormon. The evaluations are
intended to encourage reliable scholarship on the Book of Mormon.
Reviews are written by invitation. Any person interested in writing a review should first contact the editor. Style guidelines will be
sent to the reviewers.
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The opinions expressed in these reviews are those of the reviewers. They do not necessarily represent the opinions of the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies, its editors, Brigham
Young University, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, or
the reviewers' employers. No portion of the reviews may be used in
advertising or for any other commercial purpose without the express
written permission of the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies.
FARMS Review of Books is published semiannually.
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Editor's Introduction

In recent years, Web sites and other publications have commonly
come to include a section called "FAQ," in which the initials stand for
"Frequently Asked Questions." It seems that the time has come for
me, as editor of the FARMS Review of Books, to answer some "Questions Not Asked"-let's call them "QnA"-the supposed "answers" to
which seem to be agitating a few souls in certain circles.l As is typically done with "FAQs," I'll do so in the form of questions and answers.
1.

Does the FARMS Review of Books represent
Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon

the position

of the

Studies?

Yes and no. Clearly, the FARMS Review represents FARMS in the
trivial sense that it is published by the Foundation. But it is only one
of many l''ARMS publications, and its editor is only one among a number of FARMS editors. FARMS-now a function of Brigham Young
University's Institute for the Study and Preservation of Ancient Religious Texts-is a relatively large and complex organization. As such,
apart from a basic commitment to the historical authenticity and divine inspiration of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
and its scriptures, doctrines, and practices, FARMS qua FARMS
1. Actually talking to us would spare certain critics from embarrassing
For example, one vocal detractor

essay in Review of Books on the Book of Mormon
ened lawsuit. The tale is t'llse.

errors of fact.

of the Review relates that FARMS was obliged to alter an
6/ I (1994) when confronted

by a threat-
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holds very few, if any, "official" positions. The people who direct
FARMS, those who work for it, and those on the outside who write
for it and work with it represent, by and large, an intelligent and diverse group of varied backgrounds, distinct personalities, and multifarious opinions.
From its inception in 1989, the FARMS Review-known
until
1996 as the Review of Books on the Book of Mormon-has
always exp~icitly denied that the opinions expressed within its covers represent
any position but that of those expressing them. In the introduction
to that very first issue, I explained that
No effort has been made by the editor or by anyone else connected with this Review to harmonize the viewpoints expressed here, or to guide the reviewers. The editorial hand
has been relatively light. The opinions expressed in these reviews are solely those of the authors, and do not necessarily
represent those of the Foundation for Ancient Research and
Mormon Studies, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, or the respective institutions with which the authors
are affiliated.2
In my view, strictly speaking, such a caution should go without saying. But, in fact, it has never gone unsaid. More recently, a standard
statement reading as follows has been included in the front matter of
each issue:
The opinions expressed in these reviews are those of the
reviewers. They do not necessarily represent the opinions of
the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies,
its editors, Brigham Young University, the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints, or the reviewers' employers.'
And here is something else that should probably go without saying:
This statement means what it says. It is no mere legal escape hatch.
2.

Daniel

C. Peterson,

"Introduction,"

Review

(1989): x.
3.

See, for example, page vi of the current

issue.

of Hooks on the Hook of Mormon

1
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Does a perceived defect in the FARMS Review of Books discredit
all the publications of the Foundation for Ancient Research and
Mormon Studies?

Clearly, no. Not in view of the answer to question 1, above. At
least, it should not do so in the mind of any reasonable observer.
3.

Does the FARMS Review of Books represent a unified approach, in
either tone or substance, to the books that it treats?

Again, the answer has to be yes and no. For the most part, the
reviewers who have published in its pages accept the divine authenticity of the Book of Mormon and the truth of the claims of the
Church of Jesus Christ. (Notable exceptions to this are the evangelical writers Paul Owen and Carl Mosser, whose critical response to
Latter-day Saint beliefs appeared in a volume dedicated to the book
by Craig L. Blomberg and Stephen E. Robinson, How Wide the Divide?
A Mormon and an Evangelical in Conversation.4 And there have been
one or two others.)
However, what I stated in the very first issue remains true to this
day: "No effort has been made by the editor or by anyone else connected with this Review to harmonize the viewpoints expressed here,
or to guide the reviewers. The editorial hand has been relatively light."
In actual fact, it has been exceedingly light.
There is no single, unified brain expressing itself through all of
the reviewers. I'm flattered that some seem to think that I have such
power, but, alas, it's not true. I have neither the time nor the energy
to have written the nearly 330 reviews and review essays that have
appeared in the Review over the years. But conclusions, tone, and approach are no more hatched in the conspiratorial conclaves of some
sort of reviewer cabal than they are controlled by a single hyperactive
editor-dictator. There are no meetings of FARMS reviewers, no secret
e-mail lists, no covert recognition signs for the cognoscenti, no guidelines other than the most simple and minimal style sheet.
4.

Downers

Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity

Press, 1997. See Paul Owen and Carl Mosser, re-

view of How Wide tlie Divide? hy Blomberg
11/2 (1999): 1-102.

and Robinson,

in FARMS Review of Books
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Including this current issue, roughly 180 distinct, individual authors have written for the FARMS Review of Books, and they represent a considerable diversity of viewpoints. Few knowledgeable observers of the Latter-day Saint intellectual scene are likely to confuse
Richard Lloyd Anderson with Todd Compton, nor Louis C. Midgley
with Eugene England, nor Klaus Hansen with John W. Welch, nor
Lavina Fielding Anderson with Robert Millet, nor John L. Sorenson
with David P.Wright. Yet I can truthfully say, on the basis of personal
knowledge that, I think, none of the reviewers would contradict, that
the editor of the FARMS Review of Books-yours
truly-has
never
prescribed in advance what a reviewer should write. In fact, to be candid, the Review has published several items with which I partially or
even profoundly disagreed.5
4.

Does a perceived defect in an individual
reviews, published

review, or even in several

in the FARMS Review of Books discredit all of

the other reviewers and reviews that have appeared and will yet appear in its pages?

Clearly, no. Not in view of the answer to question 3, above. At
least, it should not do so in the mind of any reasonable observer.
5.

Is it true that the FARMS Review of Books accepts only invited
contributions

and refuses unsolicited submissions?

No, it is not. It is true that, like other academically oriented book
reviews or book review sections in scholarly journals, we solicit reviews, and it is indeed the case that the overwhelming majority of the
essays we publish have been solicited. My approach from the beginning has been to invite people to contribute who, I thought, would
have something interesting to say regarding the book or other item in
question, and then, effectively, to let them say what they felt they
5.

A recent example

of disagreement

between

editor and reviewers

FARMS Review of Books 13/l (200 I): 73-89, where a plant geneticist,
and a statistician

offer somewhat

negative evaluations

God. My own verdict is considerably
dentiary

of Arvin S. Gibson's

chemist,

Fillgerprillts of

more positive, based largely on the much greater evi-

value that [ assign to accounts

reasons for my acceptance

can be found in

a nuclear

of near-death

of such experiences

experiences.

in a forthcoming

(I intend to outline the
book.)
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needed to say. However, on several occasions we have accepted unsolicited reviews.
6.

Does the FARMS Review of Books publish responses from authors
who have been reviewed?

We have never done so. In fact, until quite recently the question
of doing so has rarely arisen. For various reasons, we have now decided not to publish responses.
7.

Is it the goal of FARMS,

as embodied

Books, to make Mormonism's
its differences from mainstream

in the FARMS Review of

past appear "normal,"

to minimize

faiths and culture, or, by attacking

books that do honest history, to sweep difficult or complex aspects of
that past under the rug?

Absolutely not. Such a goal has never been entertained by the
Foundation in general, by me as the editor of the Review, nor, so far
as I am aware, by any of those who have written for the Review. It is a
notion, I can testify from personal knowledge, that has never entered
my mind and for which I have no sympathy whatever. Anyone who
knows me well can testify that I have not the slightest interest in seeing my religious beliefs assimilated into the mainstream.
8.

Is it the goal of the FARMS Review of Books to discourage its readers from reading for themselves the books it examines?

No.
9.

Is FARMS interested in keeping its readers informed?

Yes. That is perhaps the primary reason for the very existence of
the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies. And that
is a fundamental reason for the existence of the FARMS Review of
Books.
10. Is it the case that the FARMS Review of Books-or,
in general-is

interested only in attacking

indeed, FARMS

other works and tearing

them down?

Obviously not, as even a casual look at the Review and at the overall work of the Foundation easily demonstrates. Many of the essays in
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the Review are quite positive. And, as noted above, the Review is in
any case not coextensive with FARMS.
11. Is it true that many leading historians of Mormonism

have not con-

tributed to the FARMS Review of Books?

Yes,and there's a very good reason for that fact. Since most of them
work in fields relatively unrelated to our mission, they have not been
invited to do so. The history of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints, while an absorbing subject that interests many of us personally, is not a primary focus of either the FARMS Review of Books
in particular or the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon
Studies in general. Moreover, there are many other venues available
to those who wish to publish on the subject, including not only the
Journal of Mormon History, BYU Studies, and the Journal of the John
Whitmer Historical Association, but numerous periodicals devoted to
Western and American history generally. Much contemporary research into Latter-day Saint history focuses on such matters as the
economic history of the Great Basin, the life of leading nineteenthcentury Mormons, the emergence of the "ward" organization in
Nauvoo, and what might be termed the historiography of "forts,
camps, and trails." None of these topics falls within the scope of the
FARMS mission. Hence, on the whole, we don't review materials on
these topics, and we don't solicit reviews from specialists in these subjects as such. In its twenty-one issues, inclusive of the present number, the Review has featured something on the order of twenty-six
reviews-covering
twenty-one books or other items-that
focus in
some primary way on Latter-day Saint history. Of those twenty-six
reviews, at least a dozen are closely connected with either the Book of
Mormon or with the visions, character, and biography of Joseph
Smith. Twenty-six reviews represent considerably less than 10
percent-closer
to 8 percent, in fact-of the nearly 330 reviews that
have thus far appeared. Manifestly, Latter-day Saint history is not a
principal concern of this periodical.
Nonetheless, the FARMS Review of Books has published essays
and reviews by such respected specialists on the history of the Church
of Jesus Christ as Richard Lloyd Anderson, Danel Bachman, Davis
Bitton, Richard L. Bushman, Scott Faulring, Klaus Hansen, and Larry R.
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Porter. In fact, two of the FARMS reviews that have recently been the
objects of complaints from certain critics-both
examining Todd
Compton's book In Sacred Loneliness-were
written by Richard Anderson and Scott Faulring, and by Danel Bachman. Yet it is difficult
to imagine reviewers better suited than these three to examine a volume on Mormon polygamy. Richard Anderson is one of the deans of
Latter-day Saint historiography and an acknowledged expert on Joseph Smith. Scott Faulring's published collection of Joseph Smith's
writings remains a useful resource for students of the subject, and his
ongoing work with Professor Anderson on Oliver Cowdery, the other
witnesses to the Book of Mormon, and related subjects promises to
be a landmark of Mormon scholarship. And, finally, Danel Bachman's
path-breaking Purdue master's thesis on the origins of plural marriage among the Latter-day Saints continues to be read by those seeking to understand the subject.
It seems that, in the minds of some critics, if specialists in Mormon history don't appear in our pages, we're to be condemned, and
if they do appear in our pages, we're to be condemned. But it remains the case that only a particular kind of church history fits into
our mission. Like it or not, FARMS has become a place to which many
people turn when questions are raised concerning the fundamental
claims of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Such questions rarely concern Samuel Brannan, the Mormon Trail, the function of the bishop's storehouse in nineteenth-century
Sanpete, beet
sugar, or even the role of the Mormon Battalion in the California
gold rush, but they are very frequently entwined with the character
of Joseph Smith, the testimony of the witnesses to the Book of Mormon, and the nature of early Mormon religious experience. When
works on nineteenth-century or even twentieth-century history impinge on these issues, we feel free-even obliged-to address them.
12. Have unqualified

nonhistorians

been assigned

by the Review to

evaluate works of history?

No. We have been careful to invite qualified people to review
not only historical works but other kinds of writing. For example,
John Gee's review of the second edition of D. Michael Quinn's Early
Mormonism and the Magic World View concentrates not so much on
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nineteenth-century American history as on Quinn's seriously problematic (non)definition of the term and concept of magic.6 This is a
task for which Professor Gee is well equipped, not only by virtue of
the five magic-related graduate courses that he took while a doctoral
student in Egyptology at Yale University, but as demonstrated by his
own ongoing scholarly work on the subject. He has delivered papers
at academic conferences focused on or partially dedicated to the
topic of "magic," including:
• "Fragments of Abraham Traditions in the PGM [Greek Magical
Papyri]," International Interdisciplinary Conference on Magic
in the Ancient World, University of Kansas, 20-24 August 1992.7
• "Oracle by Image," Conference on Magic and Divination in the
Ancient World, University of California at Berkeley, 18 February 1994.
• "The Structure of Lamp Divination," Seventh International Conference of Demotic Studies, Copenhagen, 24 August 1999; forthcoming in the publication of the conference proceedings from
the Carsten Niebuhr Institute in Copenhagen.
• "Ba-Sending and Its Implications," Eighth International Congress of Egyptologists, Giza, Egypt, 31 March 2000; forth com ing in the publication of the conference proceedings from the
American University of Cairo Press in Egypt.
• "Aspects of Egyptian Tomb Curses," Reginald Hummel Memorial Lecture, The Society for the Study of Egyptian Antiquities,
Toronto, Canada, 18 January 2001.

6.

John Gee, "An Obstacle

(2000): 185-224.
the Mormon

It should

History

Joseph Smith Papyri"
City, Utah.
7.

to Deeper Understanding,"

be mentioned,

Association:

he presented

at the association's

See the acknowledgment

in Aufstieg
3381-684.

und Niedergang

annual

of Professor

Greek Magical Papyri: An Introduction

FARMS Review of Books 12/2

however, that Gee has actually
a paper
meetings

of 20-21

Gee's work in William

and Survey: Annotated

der Romischen

on "The

in

of the

May 1994 in Park
M. Brashear,

Bibliography

Welt, 2.18.5 (Berlin:

participated

Suppression

"The

( 1928-1994 ),"

de Gruyter,

1995),
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Professor Gee's forthcoming articles also include:
• "Oracle by Image: Coffin Text 103 in Context," in Magic and
Divination in the Ancient World, edited by Leda Jean Ciraolo
and Jonathan Seidel (Leiden: Styx).
• "Vanquishing Evil: The Abydos Execration Ritual," in Abydos in
the Late Period, Yale Egyptological Studies 5 (New Haven: Yale
Egyptological Seminar).
• "Towards an Interpretation of Hypocephali;' in a Festschrift for
Edith Varga (Budapest).
Plainly, Professor Gee is exceptionally well qualified to comment on
D. Michael Quinn's notion of "magic" and "the occult." He brings a
historical and linguistic depth to the subject that scholars and general
readers should welcome.
Likewise, Professor William Hamblin-who
has published in the
pages of the Review notable critiques of attempts to tie early Latterday Saint doctrine and practice to prior hermetic, magical, and occultic traditions-while
not a specialist in nineteenth-century American history, is a trained historian who has published on both ancient
and medieval subjects as well as on the particular subject of "magic."
Additionally, he regularly teaches courses on historical method.s
While it is obvious that an American historian without the necessary
linguistic tools would be taking a huge risk to intrude on Professor
Hamblin's area of expertise, it is not entirely clear why a trained historian like Professor Hamblin, whose native language is English,
should be barred from commenting on issues related to his own published scholarship simply because they arise out of American history.
Finally, on questions of historical method and the philosophy of
history, philosophers and other nonhistorians are very likely to have
important things to say, just as philosophers of science and historians

8.

Sec, for example, William ). Hamblin

the Medieval
Cognitive

Mediterranean

Studies

Magical

in the HUI//llnities

and Daniel

Traditions,"

2 (1991): 217-40.

c:. Peterson,

Incognita:

"Neoplatonism

International

journal

and
for
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and sociologists of science offer important
entific issues.9

perspectives on metasci-

13. Why are some FARMS reviews so long?
Writers for the Review are granted broad latitude to take as much
time and space as they feel they need in order to treat their subjects
adequately. The saying that "the devil is in the details" certainly holds
true for historical writing, and it often requires a focus on seeming
minutiae both to demonstrate that a given historian's proffered
"broader picture" is incorrect and to illustrate why it is incorrect. If,
rather than writing long and detailed essays, FARMS reviewers tended,
instead, merely to declare dogmatically that various books were "misleading" and "incompetently done;' their critics would, no doubt, fault
them for failing to document and support their negative judgments.
Indeed, one critic of the Review, within the brief compass of a single remarkably inconsistent unpublished essay, manages to criticize FARMS
both for publishing overly lengthy responses and for failing to deal
with a book by D. Michael Quinn at adequate length.
It is obviously the case that many other book reviews (for example,
those appearing in the Journal of Mormon History and BYU Studies)
are typically shorter. That is, of course, perfectly fine. There is room
in the world of scholarship for both short reviews and review essays.
(The Times Literary Supplement and the New York Review of Books,
for example, commonly serve up essays that are worth reading whether
or not one ever lays eyes on the books that occasioned them.) Review
notes, longer reviews, and review essays serve somewhat different
purposes and often complement each other. From the very first issue
of the Review, some of its essays have, I would contend, been more
9.

That writers on history are not necessarily

demonstrated

with his would-be

defenders,

cepts of naturalism
accused
quainted

in understanding

and naturalistic

him of atheism.
with him-indeed,

ate school-and

sophisticated

thinkers

is unmistakably

in the difficulty that one subject of a pair of FARMS reviews has had, along
the use by one of the reviewers of the con-

explanation.

for the record,

He appears

to believe that FARMS has

I wish to say that this is not true. I am well ac-

have considered

him to be a friend since our days in gradu-

know him not to be an atheist.

I would never have let such a charge by

had I seen it. But I did not see such a charge and still do not.
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important than the books to which they were responding. That was
by deliberate design: The FARMS Review of Books was never intended
to be merely an ephemeral buyer's guide to the ever-changing Mormon book market. In fact, I'm rather proud of the fact that the Review
has frequently served as a kind of hatchery for intrinsically important articles, for new ideas and cutting-edge arguments.
]4. Why does the FARMS Review of Books devote so much attention
to books of little or no merit, such as Decker's Complete Handbook on Mormonism?
The answer to this question lies partly in my quirky predilections
as the Review's founder and editor. The hostile mendacity of much
anti-Mormon literature fascinates me, in an odd sort of way. And
dealing with such writing is, simply, good clean fun. (As I tell my wife,
it's an odd hobby, but there are worse ones: it might have been cocaine.) The principal part of the answer, however, lies in what I have
already noted above: Whether or not we chose the role, it is nonetheless the fact that FARMS has become an important resource to which
many turn when questions arise concerning the fundamental claims of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Anti-Mormon propaganda, while in a very real sense truly beneath the notice of serious
students of the restored gospel, nonetheless represents a genuine challenge to some of those considering the claims of the church. And not
merely in the hinterlands. We regularly receive questions about this
or that specimen of anti-Mormon literature-I
myself have fielded
inquiries in the recent past from such places as Australia, France,
Germany, and, yes, Utah Valley-and we know that some of our responses have been of value to investigators, to missionaries, and to
troubled members of the Church of Jesus Christ. 10

10.

for example,

Daniel C. Peterson, "Skin Deep," FARMS Review a(Baaks 9/2 (1997):

99-146, a response

to Rudiger Hauth's

(heiburg:

1995), has been published

Germany,

Herder,

Austria, and Switzerland.

Die Marl/wnen:

Sekte ader neue Kirche Jesu Christi?

in German

for use of Latter-day

Saints in
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An Announcement
For those who, despite the foregoing comments, remain committed to the Unitary Mind Theory of the Review, their demonology is
about to become considerably more complex. (Or more deep and
rich, if one's inclinations run in that particular ideological direction.)
For the editorship is now, one might say, revealing itself to be socially
trinitarian. (The most committed acolytes of the Theory may wish to
press on toward a full-bodied ontologically trinitarian view of FARMS
editorship, or even some form of modalism, but I frankly doubt that
they'll persuade more than a few of their cobelievers to take that
step.) Two new associate editors have been appointed to assist with
the production of the FARMS Review of Books: Louis C. Midgley and
George L. Mitton.
Louis Midgley, a figure familiar to readers of the Review from the
numerous essays he has published in it, received a Ph.D. from Brown
University's Department of Political Science. His graduate work and
subsequent research focused on philosophical theology and its implications for doctrines of natural law and the moral underpinnings of
government, on the relationship between divine and human things.
Along with the standard readings in political philosophy-Plato,
Aristotle, Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Marsilius of Padua, and William of Ockham-and
the great Reformers, he concentrated on the
twentieth-century Protestant theologians Karl Barth, Emil Brunner,
Rudolf Bultmann, C. S. Lewis, and Reinhold Niebuhr, and he studied
with Paul Tillich at Harvard.ll
Joining the faculty at Brigham Young University, Midgley regularly taught courses on jurisprudence, Alexis de Tocqueville's Democracy in America, The Federalist Papers, and David Hume's Essays (including Hume's religious opinions) and pursued his interests in
II.

His work in Protestant

"Paul Tillich's
"Ultimate

New Science

Concern

philosophical

and Politics: A Critical

ogy," Western Political Quarterly
The Anatomy
Concern,"
Downton

theology

in such publications

Examination

on Political

Philosophy,

as

15 (1962): 235-53;

of Paul Tillich's Political Theol-

20 (1967): 31-50; "Karl Barth and Moral Natural

of a Debate," Natural Law forum

Perspectives

resulted

of Values," Western Political Quarterly

Law:

13 (1968): 108-26; "Politics and Ultimate
vol. 3 of Marx

and D. K. Hart (New York: Holt, Rinehart

and Winston,

to Marcuse,
1973),225-47.
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intellectual history, or what might be termed the history of political
philosophy, broadly understood. While not a Strauss ian, Midgley was
influenced by that prominent political philosopher, and he reports
that discerning readers will recognize such influence in some of his
work for the Review. 12
Now retired from Brigham Young University, Midgley and his
wife returned to the States in 2000 after spending two years directing
the Lorne Street Institute of Religion in Auckland, New Zealand. He
willingly admits what a friend and colleague describes as "an irrational sentimentality for anything Maori."13 For fifteen years, he
claims, he regularly caught between three hundred and six hundred
wild trout (not hatchlings or planters) annually. He is, moreover, a
published expert on fig cultivation.
George Mitton, a longtime FARMS volunteer, earned a master's
degree in political science from Utah State University and followed
that up with further graduate studies in political science, public law,
and public administration at the University of Utah and then, for
three years, at Columbia University in New York City. While at Columbia, he served as a teaching fellow in the political science department of the City College of New York.
After a two-year stint as an economic analyst in the airline industry, working at the interface between the public and private sectors,
Mitton accepted a position in the Oregon state government, where
he worked for roughly twenty-five years. First, he served in the governor's budget office. Thereafter, for the majority of his time in Oregon, he was assistant director of the Education Coordinating Commission, a government agency involved in planning and coordination
12. Compare,
the Question

for example,

his early essay, "The City and Philosophy:

of God," in Toward a Humallistic

Leo Strauss and

Sciellce of Politics: Essays ill HOllar of

Frallcis [)ullh(lm Wormuth, ed. D. H. Nelson and R. L. Sklar (New York: University Press
of America, 1983),23-50, with his review essay on Hugh Nibley, The Allciellt State, entitled "Directions
That Diverge: 'Jerusalem
and Athens' Revisited," FARMS Review of
Books 11/1 (1999): 27-87.
13. See, for example, his "A Maori View of the Book of Mormon," jOlJrllal of Book of
Mormoll Studies 8/1 (1999): 4-11, and "A Singular Reading: The Maori and the Book of
Mormon," in Mormolls, Scripture, alld the Allciellt World (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1998),
245-76.
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for the colleges and universities in the state, both public and private.
His duties involved not only preparing and editing government reports and documents but working with state legislators, college and
university presidents, and the governor's staff. He and his wife returned to Utah in 1988.
Mitton has long been intensely interested in the study of Latterday Saint history and doctrine. He has coauthored two substantial
essays in this periodical, reviewing John L. Brooke's The Refiner's Fire:
The Making of Mormon Cosmology, 1644-1844 and D. Michael Quinn's
Same-Sex

Dynamics

among Nineteenth-Century

Americans:

A Mor-

He has garnered extensive experience in church service as a bishop, a member of three high councils and three other
bishoprics, and a teacher.
mon Example.

14

It is a pleasure to welcome these two friends and colleagues to formal involvement with the FARMS Review of Books. They will help in
the identification of books and items for review and in the recruiting
of suitable reviewers, as well as in editing, evaluating, and offering
suggestions to improve submitted essays.
Editor's Picks
In accordance with venerable precedent, I shall now list certain
texts or items treated in the present issue of the Review and offer my
own (unavoidably subjective) ratings of them. In some cases, my
evaluations derive from personal and direct acquaintance with the
materials in question. In every case, I have determined the ranking
after reading the relevant review in this issue and after further conversations either with the writer of the review or with those who assist in the production of this Review, including the two new associate
editors. The final judgments, however, and the final responsibility for

14. See William
the Fiery Furnace

J. Hamblin,

Daniel C. Peterson,

and (;eorge

or, Loftes Tryk Goes to Cambridge,"

Mormo/1 6/2 (1994): 3-58; George
Michael Quinn's Homosexual
Books lOll (1998): 141-263.

L. Mitton

Distortion

and Rhett

of Latter-day

L. Mitton,

Review of Books

"Mormon
0/1

in

the Book of

S. James, "A Response

to D.

Saint History," FARMS Review of
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making them, are mine. As in previous issues, this is the scale that I
use in the rating system:
Outstanding, a seminal work of the kind that appears only
rarely.
*H Enthusiastically
recommended.
Warmly recommended.
* Recommended.

HH

H

As I say, these rankings are inescapably subjective. Whether a
given publication should receive two or three stars, or one or two, is
not a matter that can be subjected to rigorous, objective tests. It isn't
a matter on which all of us will likely agree. Even I will change my
mind from day to day. Probably the most important thing here is
simply the fact that we recommend something, as opposed to-well,
not recommending it. In any event, here follow my ratings for the
items treated in the present issue of the FARMS Review of Books that
I feel we can commend to our readers:
*H
H*

John Gee, A Guide to the Joseph Smith Papyri
Donald W. Parry and Stephen D. Ricks, The Temple in Time
and Eternity

H*

John A. Tvedtnes, The Book of Mormon

and Other Hidden

Books
*H

John W. Welch and J. Gregory Welch, Charting

the Book of

Mormon
H

Matthew B. Brown, The Gate of Heaven:

H

Charles W. Hedrick and Paul A. Mirecki, Gospel of the Savior:

Insights

on the

Doctrines and Symbols of the Temple
A New Ancient Gospel
H

Merrill Jenson and Betty Jenson, Come unto Christ: The
Conversion of Alma the Younger

H

John L. Sorenson, Nephite Culture and Society: Selected Papers
to 30 Myths and

* Patrick Madrid, Pope Fiction: Answers
Misconceptions

about the Papacy

* Richard N. Ostling and Joan K. Ostling, Mormon
The Power and the Promise

America:
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I express my appreciation

to those who have made this number
of the Review possible. Above all, I thank the writers, volunteers all,
for their uncompensated work. Louis Midgley and George Mitton
were already on board for this issue, and, accordingly, are welcome to
share both the credit and the blame for its contents. As with every
number, I am grateful to Shirley Ricks for her indispensable efforts.
She was ably assisted in various tasks of preparation by Angela D.
Clyde-Barrionuevo, Carmen Cole, Alison V. P. Coutts, Julie Dozier,
Tessa Hauglid, Paula W. Hicken, Sunny Larson, Ellen Lund, David
Pendleton, Linda Sheffield, and Elizabeth W. Watkins. The opinions
and interpretations expressed here-have
r said this before?-are
those of the authors. They are not necessarily those of the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies; they are not necessarily mine nor those of the other editors. But r hope and trust that
readers will find them interesting, thought-provoking, and helpful.

AM

USICAL MESSAGE

OF

FAITH AND REPENTANCE
Marian Robertson-Wilson

W

ith this oratorio, composer Merrill Jenson has added yet another name to the growing list of large-scale works inspired by
the Book of Mormon; and it comes as the fifth composition in the
"Ricks College Sacred Music Series."! Scored for full orchestra, combined choruses, and four soloists, it offers many challenges to the
performers, all of whom give a strong, dedicated rendition. Ricks
College is to be congratulated for sponsoring such a series and for
thereby providing ongoing, practical encouragement to our musicians-composers
and performers alike.
Jenson, a former BYU student now residing in Utah County, is
best known as a writer of film music for both LDS and Hollywood
productions.2 He himself has understandably stated that "writing
Come unto Christ was a difficult task,"} and indeed, an oratorio does
1. Other works in this series are Darwin Wolford's Behold, He Cometh! (1986); Crawford Gates's

Visions of t:ternity

K. Newell Dayley's

Immanuel

(1993);
(1997).

Robert

M. Cundick's

See Merrill

Jenson,

Song of Nephi (1995); and
Come unto Christ, program

notes, "About the Sacred Music Series" (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1999).
2. Crawford
ber 2000.
3.

Gates, telephone

M. Jenson, Come unto Christ, program

r-=----------------j

conversation

with the author,

Salt Lake City, Decem-

notes, "About the Work."

--

Review of Merrill Jenson, text compiled by Betsy Jenson. Come unto
Christ: The Conversion of Alma the Younger. Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book, 1999. 70-minute recording with background material and libretto. $13.95, cassette; $15.95, CD.
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present problems to any composer quite different from those posed
by a film score. An oratorio is a music drama similar to opera but presented in concert form without visual effects, wherein the action unfolds chronologically with the personages clearly identified in the text
and characterized by the music. Interestingly enough, even a cursory
analysis shows that Come unto Christ deviates from this customary
oratorio format.4
As the subtitle suggests, the subject concerns the dramatic conversion of Alma the Younger, with the text being based on scriptures
excerpted from many sources (see below). However, rather than beginning with that extraordinary event and then relating what follows,
the oratorio opens late in Alma's life, when as high priest of the church
he is preaching to the people (Part One: Invitation; text from Alma 5).
Then comes a flashback to the account of his conversion and repentance, into which is interpolated counsel from Alma the Younger to
his son Helaman (Part Two: Conversion; text from Alma 5 and 36 and
Mosiah 18 and 27). The final section consists mainly of advice from
father to son (Part Three: Testimony; text from Alma 29, 36, and 38;
Omni 1:26; Matthew 11:28; D&C 76:22; and Moroni 10:32). As a result, rather than presenting a coherent dramatic story, the oratorio
proclaims a message of faith and repentance.
While this approach is laudable, Come unto Christ may seem a
bit confusing to the unforewarned listener. From the text alone one
can neither trace the sequence of events nor easily identify the characters. Further, in their desire to focus upon Alma the Younger and his
missionary zeal in later life, the authors have omitted important passages from the account given in the Book of Mormon and thus have
not fully depicted certain events, characters, and aspects of doctrine.s
Fortunately, Jenson and the editors have provided very helpful pro4.

As examples of oratorios

that have followed this format through

may cite G. E Handel's Messiah ( 1741) and Judas Macmbaeus
Elijah (1846); and Leroy Robertson's
5.

As the most obvious

cite the appearance
account,

Oratorio from the Hook of Mormoll
of incomplete

one

presentation

(1953).

of an event, one may

of the angel of the Lord to Alma the Younger. In the Book of Mormon

the angel confronts

the oratorio

example

the centuries,

(1746); felix Mendelssohn's

the wicked sons of Mosiah as well as Alma the Younger, but

makes no mention

whatsoever

of the sons of Mosiah and depicts the angel as

JENSON AND JENSON, COME UNTO CHRIST

(ROBERTSON-WILSON)

3

•

gram notes that clarify most of these problems, and which the listener is advised to study beforehand. Also, the accurate scriptural references given throughout the printed libretto offer an excellent guide
for further scripture study.
The musical setting of the text immediately impresses one with
Jenson's gift for sonorous choral writing and brilliant orchestration,
especially for woodwind and brass instruments. The general sound is
broad and sweeping and has a style reminiscent of the best Hollywood scores of the late 1940s and 1950s. The harmonies are obvious,
containing little dissonance beyond that of the late nineteenth century, all of which makes for "very easy listening." Jenson also evinces
a decided gift for melody. However, 1 would have found the work
more interesting had it offered more variety in form, dynamics, and
emotion. With nearly every passage being declamatory and performed at the forte level, one tends to tire of the ever-present tension
and begins to long for the change that a full-fledged fugue, chorale,
or aria would innately provide.1i One also might wish that Jenson
appearing
through

only to Alma the Younger

(Libretto,

item 5, "The Messenger

item 7, "May the Spirit of the Lord"). As for omitting

may cite the oratorio

of the Lord,"

an aspect of doctrine,

one

passage, "() that I were an angel, and could have the wish of [my]

heart, That I might go forth and speak with the trump
29: 1-2). At this point the oratorio
low in the Book of Mormon,
has given us: "But behold,

completely

wherein

of God" (Libretto,

disregards

we are advised

the significant

to be satisfied

item II; Alma

passages that fol-

with what the Lord

I am a man, and do sin in my wish; for I ought to be content

with the things which the Lord hath allotted unto me ....

Why should I desire that I were

an angel, that I could speak unto all the ends of the earth?" (Alma 29:3, 7). As for the text
not clearly identifying
sing passages

the characters,

belonging

among others (Libretto,

one may well ask who are the witnesses,

to Alma the Younger,

items 2,6, and 7, respectively);

and regarding

the spoken passage,

"And now, my son, I have told you this that ye may learn ... " (Libretto,
38:9), the text itself does not tell us which father is speaking,

6.
troduced

whether

it

caring father. (The

tells us that it is Alma the Younger advising his son Shiblon.)

The fugue, chorale, and aria are well-established

with oratorios:

item 13; Alma

and one wonders

is Alma the Father, Alma the Younger, or some other conscientious,
Book of Mormon

for they

the angel of the Lord, and a narrator,

the fugue is a piece wherein

according

skills and imagination

musical forms closely associated

a given theme-known

to more or less fixed rules, then developed
of the composer,

with imitation

as the subject-is
in accordance

in-

with the

playing a large role; the chorale is

akin to a hymn but is often lengthier, with a more complicated
aria is a song for solo voice with instrumental
accompaniment.

harmonic

structure;

the

4 • FARMSREVIEWOF

BOOKS

13/2 (2001)

would have given some of his striking motifs and eloquent melodies
a greater chance to develop and grow to their full potential.
A few numbers deserving special mention are the lyrical duet sung
by the two witnesses, "Behold, he is the life and light of the world"
(Libretto, item 13); "Repentance" (Libretto, items 6 and 7); and "Gloria:
Oh, What Joy" (Libretto, item 9), which vividly evokes the meaning
of the word "Joy" and which, for me, stands out as the highlight of
the entire oratorio.
In conclusion, one may say that Jenson has doubtlessly succeeded
in composing a moving musical exhortation that earnestly calls us to
"Come unto Christ." His work contributes to our store of Latter-day
Saint music and reminds us of our rich religious heritage.

While Come unto Christ contains
tory or exhortative
example,

a few pieces !()r solo voice, they are either declama-

and thus do not give the melodic

one may compare

item 8) with Handel's

this oratorio's

relief of the usual oratorio

"I was racked with eternal torment"

aria. for
(Lihretto,

"He shall feed His flock" (Messillh, ncar the end of part I). for the

variety of form innate in the chorale and fugue, one has only to recall the conclusion
the Messillh, where a chorale
sing and honour,

("Worthy

is the Lamb") and two subsequent

glory and pow'r, be unto Him" and the "Amen")

contrast

other and thrill the listener by their form alone. for a more recent example
trast, one may cite the fugue and chorale

the Book of Mormon
Father," respectively).

("The

that conclude

Leroy Robertson's

of

fugues ("Bleswith each
of such con-

Oratorio from

Lord hath made bare His holy arm" and "Glory

unto the

LEHI OF AFRICA

Michael R. Ash

I have written a book titled, "Manifestations mysteries revealed," by Embaye Melekin. I proved, beyond the shadow of
a doubt that the Book of Mormon is an African book and
about Africans .... My book will change the church and the
belief of the Mormons drastically.
Embaye Melekin

I

T

he location of scripturally based events has intrigued many people
through the years. Biblical scholars have long argued over the location of numerous biblical sites. As one author for National Geographic
observed: "The Bible's account of Moses is, alas, as geographically perplexing as it is spiritually enlightening. Scores of geographic placenames in the Books of Exodus through Deuteronomy-wherein
Moses' story is told-simply cannot be pinpointed on a modern map
with any certainty."2 One scholar has even suggested that the Old
1.

Embaye Melekin, unsolicited

2.

Harvey Arden, "In Search of Moses," National

e-mail, 1 December

2000.

Geographic (January

1976): 3.

Review of Embaye Melekin. Manifestations Mysteries Revealed:
An Account of Bible Truth and the Book of Mormon Prophecies.
I Self-published, 2000. 380 p.p. $25.00, hardback; als.o available as a
paperback.
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Testament history occurred in Arabia rather than Palestine.3 Similarly,
Book of Mormon students have at times taken different positions on
Book of Mormon geography. While most scholars of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints believe that Book of Mormon events
transpired in the area now known as Mesoamerica,4 a few competing
theories for Book of Mormon locations have always existed. Some
early Latter-day Saints believed (as do some Latter-day Saints today)
that Book of Mormon events took place over both the North and
South American continents. Others have suggested that Book of Mormon events were confined to South America or to northeastern North
America.5 This is the first author I am aware of, however, to assert that
the Book of Mormon took place in Africa.
Melekin, who is not a Latter-day Saint, was born in Eritrea, Africa,
and now lives in Canada. Several years ago he came to the conclusion
that virtually all things, including the Bible, originated in Africa. He
published a book, entitled Abyssinia Shall Rise, detailing his theories.
Sometime during the writing of this book he read the Book of Mormon, which he received from some LOS missionaries. Although
Melekin never joined the church and believes that church members
incorrectly interpret the Book of Mormon, he nevertheless believes
that the Book of Mormon is the word of God.6
Melekin does not appear to have a complete grasp of the issues
of which he writes. He claims, for example, that while he never
joined the church, he attended a "few Mormon seminars" in "one of
the Mormon Temples."? He also mentioned in an e-mail message to
me that he met with "Elder Harvey," the "President of the Mormon
3.

Kamal S. Salibi, The Bible Came from Arabia (London:

Cape, 1985); my thanks to

Daniel Peterson for alerting me to this theory.
4.
Mormon

See, for example,

john L. Sorenson,

An Ancient American

the Geography of the Book of Mormon

(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1988); and joseph L.

Allen, Exploring the Lands of the Book of Mormon
5.

Setting jilr the Book of

(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1985); F. Richard Hauck, Deciphering

For details,

see john L. Sorenson,

(Orem, Utah: S.A. Publishers,

The Geography

of Book of Mormon

1989).
Events: A

Source Book, rev. ed. (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1992),42-206.
6.
2001.

Melekin, e-mail correspondence

to the author, 2 December

2000 and 6 September

7.

Melekin, e-mail correspondence

to the author, 6 September

2001.
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Church in Canada," who was "convinced" by Melekin's claims.~ I have
been unable to determine who this "Elder Harvey" is. He apparently
is not the area or mission president. Given Melekin's confusion over a
visit to a "seminar" in "one of the Mormon Temples," "Elder Harvey"
could be just about anybody from a branch president to a simple
member.
In order to understand Melekin's theory, a little background information on northeastern Africa is useful-something
which the
author never provides for the reader. It is believed that in about the
second millennium B.C. Hamito-Semitic-speaking
Cushites crossed
the Red Sea from southern Arabia and founded a kingdom in modern Eritrea and Ethiopia,~ driving out the aboriginal inhabitants. III In
subsequent years Egyptian pharaohs would send purchasers to the
new Ethiopians to acquire spices, incense, and myrrh. To the Egyptians these people were known as "habashat"-from
which the term
Abyssinia later derived. I I
Meanwhile, in the mountain regions of southern Arabia (modernday Yemen), "a sequence of kingdoms extending back to about 1300
BC rose, ... culminating in the kingdom of Saba, which achieved its
greatest prominence in the eighth century BC."12 Sometime during
the first millennium B.C., the Semitic-speaking Sabaeans, who already had commercial contact with the African coast on the Red Sea,
settled in northeastern Africa and intermarried with indigenous
inhabitants.13 The Sabaeans influenced Ethiopian society, economy,
religion, and art.14
In the second century A.D., Ethiopia became known by the name of
its capital, Aksum (or Axum). 15 By the fourth century the Aksumites
8.

Melekin, e-mail correspondence

9.

Andrew

Dalby, Dictionary

400 Languages (London:

Bloomsbury,

to the author, 2 December

of Languages:

The Definitive

to More Than

1998),23.

10.

The New Encyclopedia Britannica,

II.

Ibid.; Dalby, Dictionary

12.

John Reader, Africa: A Biography of the Continent

13. Joseph E. Harris,
1998),40-41.

2000.
Reference

15th ed., s.y. "Ethiopia."

of Languages, 23.
(New York: Knopf, 1998),209.

Africans and Their History, 2nd rey. ed. (New York: Meridian,

14.

New Encyclopedia Britannica,

IS.

Ibid.; Harris, Africans and Their History, 40.

S.Y.

"Ethiopia."
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developed Africa's only indigenous script, called Gecez.16 This script,
which was possibly influenced by the Sabaeans, was the predecessor
to the modern Ethiopian script. I? The Gecez, or Ethiopic, language is
a Semitic language and the ancestor of the modern Tigrinya and
Tigre languages of Eritrea and Ethiopia; IR it is related to Amharic,
"the national language of modern Ethiopia."19
Some of the earliest literary works in Gecez are translations of
Christian writings.2IJ The Bible was translated into GeCezbetween the
fifth and seventh centuries. By the first millennium A.D. the language
began to decline in use, and by the seventeenth century, GeCezceased
to be spoken, being replaced by Amharic, also a Semitic language that
has affinities with the Tigrinya and Tigre languages.21 The ancient
language continued, however, as a liturgicallanguageY
The term Abyssinia (which Embaye Melekin frequently uses but
never defines) continued to be applied to the cluster of small kingdoms in northeast Africa until the mid-1800s, when Ethiopia conquered the other independent nations.23 Eritrea, which was the site of
the principal ports in the Aksumite Empire and was linked to the beginning of the Ethiopian kingdom, "retained much of its independence until it fell under Ottoman rule in the 16th century. From the
17th to the 19th century, control of the territory was disputed among
Ethiopia, the Ottomans, the kingdom of Tigray, Egypt, and Italy ....
In 1941 the area came under British administration and remained so
until Eritrea was federated as an autonomous unit to Ethiopia in
1952. Eritrea was absorbed into the Ethiopian empire on Nov. 14,
1962."24Then, in April 1993, after "a long and bitter civil war," Eritrea
became an independent nation.25
16.

New Encyclopedia Britannica,

17.

Reader, Africa: A Biography, 209.

S.Y.

"Ethiopic

18.

Dalby, Dictionary of Languages, 184.

19.

Ibid., 23.

20.

New Encyclopedia Britannica,

21. Ibid.; see Austin Ogunsuyi,
.comJlibrary/weekly/aaOI2400a.htm.
22.

New Encyclopedia Britannica,

23.

Bonnie

Dependent

K. Holcomb

S.Y.

alphabet."

"Ethiopian

literature."

"Africa's Oldest Alphabet,"
s.y. "Gecez."

and Sisai Ibssa, The Invention

Colonial State in Northeast Africa (Trenton,

24.

New Encyclopedia Britannica,

25.

Dalby, Dictionary

at africancultures.about

s.y. "Eritrea."

of Languages, 629.

of Ethiopia:

The Making of a

N.j.: Red Sea Press, 1990), I.
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While some of the details concerning the early history of "Abyssinia" are unknown, the Ethiopians have their legends. In about the
sixth century A.D. a text entitled the Kebra Nagast appeared; the compiler was probably a Coptic priest.26 Kebra Nagast apparently translates as "the glory of the kings."27 Steven Kaplan writes of this early
text:
According to the Kebra Nagast, the Queen of Sheba,
known as Makeda, traveled from Aksum to visit King Solomon in Jerusalem. During her stay, Solomon not only dazzled
her with his wisdom, but also tricked her by a clever ruse
into having sexual relations with him. The Queen conceived
a son, whom she bore upon her return to Aksum. When he
reached maturity, this son, Menelik, journeyed to Jerusalem
to meet his father. At the completion of Menelik's visit, Solomon commanded that the first-born sons of the priests and
elders of Israel accompany him to Aksum. Before setting out,
however, Menelik and his companions led by Azariah, the
son of the High Priest, stole the Ark of the Covenant from the
Temple. Thus, the glory of Zion passed from Jerusalem and
the Children of Israel to the new Zion, Aksum, and the new
Israel, the Ethiopian people.2K
While Embaye Melekin never mentions this legend, it is apparent
that he must be familiar with it. In fact, recognition of this legend is a
key to understanding Melekin's theories concerning the Book of
Mormon and his own African ancestors.
Melekin believes that when the Lehites left Jerusalem they ended
up in what is now Eritrea. "The Book of Mormon, the Abyssinian
Book," reads the cover of Manifestations,
"is the history of the
Africans, their sojourn, fate and final destiny. The Book of Mormon
is traced to Africa and the black race. It verifies that Africans are direct descendants of Abraham, Isaac, Israel, Joseph and Manasseh."
26.

Gerald I Iausman,

Faith from Ethiopia
27. Ibid., 11.
2R.
'!ivellticth

Steven Kaplan,
Celltllry
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(New York: New York University
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ill fthiopil/:

From

Press, 1992),22-23.
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Manifestations
Mysteries Revealed is actually Melekin's second
book. In his first book, Abyssinia Shall Rise! (which I have not read,
but to which he alludes in Manifestations),
Melekin seems to claim
that the white races were the scattered children of Israel, that the descendants of Judah became the Jews, and that "the remnants of the
children of Israel became the black Africans, the Abyssinian people"
(p. 30). According to Melekin, the Israelites crossed from present-day
Yemen-via the Gulf of Aden-into Eritrea, Africa. Based on this belief, Melekin is convinced that the Egypt of the Bible is not the same
as the Egypt of today. Instead, he places the biblical Egypt in the
Arabian Peninsula (see p. 47).
To Melekin, everything seems to have originated from Abyssinia.
The cradle of civilization, Melekin assures us, was not to be found
among the "Greeks, the Romans, [or] the Chinese, or other imaginary people" but rather among the Abyssinians (p. 20). "The very
origin of the Greeks," writes Melekin, "and the supposedly great contributions they are said to have made to civilization, I found highly
questionable.29 Every indication proved that the Abyssinians were responsible for most of the discoveries and developments in the region
and elsewhere" (p. 8). Even Mount Sinai, he assures us, was in Africa
(see p. 50). The foundation for such conclusions rests on Melekin's
understanding of the language of his forefathers.
While it is believed that Tigre is a language descended from the
ancient liturgical Ethiopian language, Gecez, Melekin maintains that
Tigre was the original language and that GeCez"was a derivative that
became the language of the churches in Eritrea and Ethiopia" (p. 16).
Although the GeCez script has been referred to by some as "Abyssinian,"30 Melekin refers to Tigre and GeCezas the "Abyssinian" languages-something
which Jan Blommaert, head of the Department
of African Languages and Cultures at Ghent University, does not
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think exists.3! Grover Hudson, linguistics professor at Michigan State
University and specialist in Ethiopian languages, says that when it
comes to early African languages, Melekin "doesn't know what he ...
is talking about."32
Melekin correctly notes that Arabic, Amharic, and Hebrew are related to Tigre and Ge'ez, but he incorrectly claims that Tigre is the ancestrallanguage of Greek, Latin, and English as well (see p. 16).33Tigreor Abyssinian-claims Melekin, is "the-mother-of-all-languages" or the
"Language of the Almighty." Melekin even suggests that '''speaking in
tongue[s], means speaking in Tigre" (p. 43).
This inability to understand linguistics and the relationship of
languages inclines Melekin to conclude that the Bible was originally
written in the "Abyssinian languages" (p. 16). This confusion of language relations is at the heart of Melekin's theories as well. Melekin
claims to "transliterate" the words of the Bible, the Book of Mormon,
and even English34 into Abyssinian. To transliterate means to represent
letters or words in the corresponding characters of another alphabet.
For example, the Greek ~aTTTl(w is transliterated into baptizo, which
means "to immerse, dip, or submerge." Melekin engages in transliterations from the English Roman alphabet to "Abyssinian" and then back
into English. In the process, the pronunciation makes a few changes.
Of course, Melekin admits that "slight changes in pronunciation produce a more appropriate transliteration. Same words could have different meanings in Tigre" (p. 48). By employing this creative dialectic,
Melekin can change pronunciations when the originals don't suit his
needs. If a word doesn't transliterate into the preferred word, it is acceptable to simply change the pronunciation until you get the desired
results.

31.

jan Blommaert,

e-mail correspondence

to the author,

25 june 200 I. Blommaert

calls Mclekin's theories "nonsense."
32.

C;rover Hudson,

33.

Christopher

e-mail correspondence
34.

e-mail correspondence

euly, former

African

to the author, 21 February

language

instructor

2001.

at Iowa State University,

to the author, 27 june 200 I.

Those who speak English he calls the "Aryan Race" (1'.17).

12 • FARMSREVIEWOFBOOKS13/2 (2001)
Next, Melekin provides his "translations" of these "transliterations." His methods yield some interesting results. According to
Melekin, for instance, the following are actually Abyssinian:
• all seven days of the week in English
For example, Saturday is Sa't-u'r-d-a'y
which, according to
Melekin, means "Time-prohibit-work" or "what the Sabbath day signifies" in Abyssinian (p. 17).
• zodiac signs
Melekin claims that the horoscope is so convincingly "Abyssinian" that an easy test would be to "go to my semi-illiterate mother
and tell her what month you were born in and she would describe
your characteristics with almost precision. Centuries and ages of
passing wisdom from generation to generation must be responsible
for such a knowledge" (p. 20).
• all books of the Bible
For example, Genesis in Melekin's Abyssinian means "beginning"
or "creation." Melekin contrives an Abyssinian "interpretation" for
every book in the Bible (see pp. 25-28). Naturally, this means to
Melekin that the Bible was written in Abyssinian and that the African
people-the Abyssinians-are the true Israelites, the heirs of the first
covenant God made with mankind, and the "custodians of the Holy
Books" (p. 25). One of the many examples which Melekin cites as
proof that the Bible was written in Abyssinian is the name Christ,
which in Melekin-Abyssinian means "Cyr-ist" or "Change-beginning,"
referring to a "new beginning for mankind" (p. 33). Even Jesus' last
words apparently have an Abyssinian alternative. "'Eloi, Eloi, lama
sabachthani?' That is to say, 'My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?'" translates in Abyssinian to "My death, my death shall
bring prosperity, after committing sin, and repenting" (p. 37).
• the twelve tribes of Israel
Ephraim (one of twelve examples) becomes Efra-i'm and "could
mean 'Child or fruit-of misfortune'" (p. 43).
Melekin's Abyssinian word association does not end with the
Bible, however. He claims that virtually all (if not completely all)
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English words have Abyssinian meanings. Thus he can claim that the
word miracle transliterated mira-cle means "Vision of-barrier or hidden things"; rebuke or re'b-uke means "discipline of-wrong"; husband
or Y'usb-a'nd means "By virtue of-bonding" (pp. 54-55). And Titanic
or Tit'anic' means "Will-sink." "And you know what?" comments
Melekin, "It sunk into the bottom of the ocean. The language of God
does not lie" (p. 61). Even animals are not immune to his Abyssinian
retranslations. Lion or liyon means "Leadership, kingship, guardianship"; giraffe or gira'fTe means "Regurgitation" (p. 57).
By far the most interesting of his Abyssinian translations are
proper names. Kovorkian or Ko'w-o'r-kian,
he assures us, means
"Pour-blind-evilness"; Oprah or O'b-ray, means "Eye wick of-vision";
Bill Cosby transliterates into Bi'll Kosby, which means "By unanimity,
public, worldwide ... Benefactor or profiteer." Dennis Rodman turns
into De'nnis Ro'd-man, meaning, "Crush-commotion-create";
Mike
Tyson becomes Myke T'a'y-son, "Wish, promise ... Survival ofdeath"; and Michael Jordon or Miky'a-el Y'or-da'n obviously means
"Target, aim, objective of-God ... Blindness-crush, destroy, judge"
(p. 59). How can anyone remain unconvinced?
What is Melekin's source for his "transliterations" and "translations"? Which dictionaries, lexicons, or other books does he use as
guides? Which experts does he consult? Which ancient texts provide
his decoding keys? It appears that his sole source of information is
"Calab." And who is Calab? Melekin tells us:
Calab is the name I gave to my inner voice. He guided
me when I wrote my first book. It is a voice within me that I
could not avoid but have learnt to cope with. Calab is rarely
wrong and could prophesy future events with accuracy and
warn me of impending dangers ahead of time. Everyone has
a Calab in him and only the level of adherence varies between different individuals. (p. 5)
Calab is an interesting alter ego. According to Melekin, he can be
"persistent and sometimes even rude when imparting his messages."
"Sometimes," reveals Melekin, "I just agreed [with Calab] to get away
from his nagging. He doesn't seem to feel that I have the faculties to
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make reasonable decisions on my own. 1 sometimes don't even know
if he does" (p. 21). Melekin tells us that he accepts the teachings of
Calab at times because he does not "want to argue with him" (p. 80).
Other times Melekin seems to feel that Calab pressures his opinion
by coercion. Melekin records one such conversation with Calab:
"1 know you are trying to exhaust me and then enforce your
opinion on me. You have no regard for my opinion," I complained.
"Your opinion means nothing. You are nothing until you
accept the word of God as it is. Only the negroes of the Lamb
of God matter. Nothing more and nothing less," Calab
replied with an air of pride. (p. 93)
It appears that, to Melekin, the voice of Calab is generally a blessing "for guidance and directions" (p. 68), and he credits Calab with
converting him to Christianity and inducing him to accept Jesus as
his Savior (see p. 5). Nevertheless, Melekin reveals that at the beginning the "constant interference by Calab was becoming a nuisance
and affecting my normal activities .... He was expecting me to do
numerous things outside the norms 1 was used to" (p. 5). Melekin
tells his readers that discussing the wrong topic with Calab "could
provoke the wrong nerve and the confrontation could sound unpleasant. However, the final conclusion is mostly satisfactory mainly
because 1am convinced, at least temporarily, for a great number of the
time" (p. 164).
Calab was Melekin's inspiration for his first book, Abyssinia Shall
Rise! which Calab later referred to as "crap" purchased primarily by
"heathens" (p. 7). Melekin admits that at times he was himself skeptical of the claims he was making and that a few of the people who had
read his first book "obviously thought that I was some kind of a lunatic." Calab, however, convinced Melekin that he was on the right
track and he was "the 'messenger' that will bring 'Good tidings' to the
'Decaying human race.'" He also convinced Melekin that he was the
"proverbial six-six-six" -which, after conversing with Calab, he believed was a good thing (p. 65).
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Melekin's first book seems to have been somewhat of an autobiography relating his supposed discovery that the Bible was an
Abyssinian book.is After writing his first book, Melekin became concerned that he had made many enemies. Eventually he lost his job at
De Havilland Aircraft in Canada (see p. 10). According to Melekin,
the vice-president in the company human resources departmentwho was black-agreed
to have him meet with a white (i.e., gentile)
management consultant to hear his complaint over the loss of employment. During the interview it suddenly dawned on Melekin that
he was talking to a demon. Melekin tried to air his grievances with
the vice-president, but he referred Melekin instead "to a South
African psychologist, as if I had any emotional problems" (p. 11).
While his opinions may not have been accepted, apparently
Melekin feels that he has achieved some sort of celebrity status
among Latter-day Saints. "Mormon missionaries come to my house,
buy the book and take pictures with me."i6
Eventually Melekin was hired as a telephone repair technician at
Bell Canada (see p. 10), and he relates a few details of his life in this
capacity, including his resentment, "despite my ... efforts to reason
with myself," for the Jews. "There seems to be," he admits, "an innate
passion that drives me to despise the Jews" (p. 14). Although Melekin
admits some anti-Semitic inclinations, he also has harsh words for
Mormonism-which
his alter ego labels a "cult" (p. 224)-and
he
criticizes the Anglicans and Roman Catholics (see pp. 85-87). In
Abyssinian, Melekin tells us, Catol-lie' means "Massacre of-genius"
(p.88).

In his first book, and again in his second, Melekin notes his belief
that the Book of Mormon, like the Bible, was an Abyssinian book
(see p. 44). Sometime after the completion of his first book, Calab revealed that Book of Mormon events took place in Africa. '''The book
lBook of Mormon] is about the origin of the African people and
their habitation in the continent. It has nothing to do with the Native
Indians in the Americas,' Calab said" (p. 68).
35.
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The contemporary history of Africa started with the arrival of Lehi from Jerusalem at about 600 B.C. Prior to that
we are told that the Jaredites inhabited the area. Unfortunately, the Abyssinian Book says that these people did
not survive eventually. Hence, our documented history, in
the Book of Mormon, starts with the arrival of Lehi and his
children and his settlement along the Red Sea shores of the
continent. (p. 89)
According to Melekin, the entire African continent was eventually occupied by Lamanites, who hunted down the Nephites and slew
them (see p. 251). If the Nephites recorded the Book of Mormon in
Africa, how did the plates get to upstate New York where Joseph
Smith found them? Since Melekin does not deal with this issue in his
book, I queried him bye-mail. His response was, "That is a mystery. I
am still praying over it and will probably get an answer. When I do I
shall inform yoU."37
What, in Melekin's world, is the connection between the Abyssinian Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith? "As a Gentile," writes
Melekin, "his job was to find the plates, translate them to English and
bring the book to the remnants of the house of Israel" (p. 69).
Melekin not only believes that Joseph Smith fulfilled that mission,
but he also praises the Prophet and the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints for preserving this record (see p. 246). He also expresses his gratitude to God for Joseph Smith translating the plateswhich, of course, were actually written in Gecez or Tigre instead of
reformed Egyptian (see p. 344). Melekin believes that Joseph's rendition is accurate and thanks God that the young prophet did not try
to "distort" the translation (p. IS I ).
Although Joseph was the instrument of God in translating the
Book of Mormon, he did not-and
was not supposed to-understand the meaning of the Book of Mormon (see p. 69). Only a true
Nephite-a
literal descendant of the house of Israel-could
understand the true meaning of the Book of Mormon. Calab convinced
Melekin that it was his destiny to "decode the messages and under37.
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stand your history and your destiny" (p. 69). Melekin's belief that he
is the chosen messenger to decode the Book of Mormon relies, in
part, on 3 Nephi 21, which deals with the gathering of Israel.
For in that day, for my sake shall the Father work a work,
which shall be a great and a marvelous work among them;
and there shall be among them those who will not believe it,
although a man shall declare it unto them.
But behold, the life of my servant shall be in my hand;
therefore they shall not hurt him, although he shall be
marred because of them. Yet I will heal him, for I will show
unto them that my wisdom is greater than the cunning of
the devil. (3 Nephi 21:9-10)
Here is the discussion of these verses between Calab and Melekin:
"This is the man that is given the mandate to convince
the people," I [Melekin] said.
"This is the man that will show the remnants of the
house of Israel who they are, the Gentiles who they are and
the Jews who they are," Calab responded.
"And who could that man be?" I asked.
"That man can never be anyone else but you," Calab
spoke bluntly. (p. 223)
How could Melekin be the one spoken of in the scriptures?
Because, Calab pointed out, Melekin is a "Nephite" (p. 254). Initially,
Melekin was unconvinced until he had the following experience:
One day, when I was watching the Oprah Winfrey Show,
something strange happened to me. My thoughts were totally focused on the program. The guest in the show invited a
woman from the audience and asking her to empty her bag.
She was blaming her for not respecting money because the
notes were squashed together in her bag. It was on the
twenty-ninth day of September, nineteen ninety-eight. Then
I heard a voice very clearly. I turned around to see if there
was anyone in the house. I didn't see anybody around me.
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What I heard would shock me. The voice inside me said,
"Embay'e, Neby'i; Embay'e, Neby'i; Embay'e, Neby'i ... "
continuously.
This is how I found out that Embaye and Nephi mean
the same thing. Embay'e and Neby'i could mean "Roaring."
Surprisingly, the same names could also mean "Tearfulness."
When I discovered the connections, I was frozen on the
carpet, where I was sitting, with my left hand resting on the
sofa. For a moment, I thought I was dreaming. I knew, instantaneously, the implications of the connections of the
names. I told my wife who, as usual, never made anything
out of it. I was, however, shaken by the realization that I was
indeed, what Calab has been telling me that I am supposed
to be. (pp. 259-60)
With his left hand "resting on the sofa," no less! And to think
that his wife, as usual, "never made anything out of it." Returning to
3 Nephi 20:29-42, Melekin notes:
The Lord speaks of a servant who shall deal with things
in a prudent manner. ... However, my face shall be disfigured or marred tremendously. It is very obvious that I shall
be portrayed as the 666 because of my birth date, 16/06/56.
The notion established is that the person who shall fit the
profile of the biblical 666, shall be Satan's incarnate. As is already, the 666's face has been marred long before my appearance. There is no one in history of mankind whose visage
had been so distorted. All my pictures show the most gruesome and grotesque appearance of a human being. (p. 326)
Armed with the knowledge that he was a "Nephite" chosen to decode the Abyssinian language underlying the Book of Mormon, Melekin wrote his second book. "I am bestowed and anointed, by the Almighty God and our Savior, to be the seer. I shall be an instrument to
the bringing of my covenanted people unto the knowledge of God
and unto the knowledge of themselves" (back cover). "I shall be exalted
and extolled and be very high" (p. 326), he writes elsewhere. "I have
fulfilled my obligation to unseal the Abyssinian Book" (p. 376). He
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also informs us that "the African people shall inherit the white people.
Odd [as] it might sound, the black people shall rule the white people"
(p.226).

Melekin makes virtually no attempt to reconcile the teachings of
Calab with the geography of Africa and appears to be unaware of any
theoretical Book of Mormon maps proposed by Book of Mormon
students. He also seems to be oblivious to the works of LOS scholarship on the Book of Mormon. Instead, Melekin reaches his conclusions by engaging in a strange transliteration and Calab-inspired
translation. This unique process is oddly reminiscent of the "power
word" game employed by anti-Mormon Loftes Tryk in his book The
Best Kept Secrets in the Book of Mormon.3~ Readers familiar with Tryk
might recall Daniel Peterson's review of this book in the FARMS
Review of Books on the Book of Mormon, wherein Peterson noted
Tryk's "decoding" of several Book of Mormon names. Tryk provided
his readers with entertaining examples such as "Corihor," which Tryk
asserted was comprised of the French coeur or "heart," and the element hor, thereby forming "whorish heart" in a design to "insult the
Savior."]YAnd, of course there was Tryk's translation of "Ether" as really
meaning "a spiritous substance," which was a reference to Satan as
"an unembodied spirit."40
I wouldn't be surprised if Melekin produces more volumes on
his ideas-either
with or without Calab's assistance. In fact, he may
be assisted by other identities. Melekin notes:
Lately also, I have been hearing a faint voice that was different from that of Calab. This voice was subtle and very
brief and precise in delivering the intended messages. No arguments but specific orders. Every time I heard the voice I
felt a sense of fulfillment.
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At the beginning the voice was very faint but now
could hear the voice of God clearly. (p. 21)
Although Melekin's book was highly entertaining, I cannot give
it a good recommendation. While I'm sure that Melekin is sincere in
his endeavors and bears testimony of the goodness of God and the
redeeming powers of the Savior throughout the book, he presents no
real evidence that we should accept his strange theories. Indeed, his
"proof" amounts to little more than the "translations" of his alter ego,
Calab. Even as a white-elephant gift, I would have to deny a recommendation-it's
way too long. A large portion of his narrative involves "decoding" Book of Mormon passages. In fact, he tackles this
project chapter by chapter. His tome covers 380 pages of fairly small
print in an estimated 270,000 words (about the same number of
words as the Book of Mormon).
So, buyer beware: if you are looking for a scholarly treatise on
Book of Mormon geography in Africa, you will be disappointed. If
you are looking for some amusement and don't mind wading
through the long sections of scriptural eisegesis, then you are bound
to find it in Manifestations Mysteries Revealed.
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ePhite Culture and Society is a collection of essays that elucidate
the cultural milieu of the Nephites in the Book of Mormon.
Some readers may approach this collection in the same way that they
have Sorenson's earlier An Ancient American Setting for the Book of
Mormon, I as a place to find new "proofs" of the Book of Mormon.
While the previous book provided some points that could be so interpreted, those who search for such proofs with this latest volume
will miss the most important impact not only of these essays but of
the earlier work as well: understanding the Book of Mormon.
As a collection of essays, the volume leaves to the reader the task
of synthesizing the various articles into a coherent picture of the cultural background of the Book of Mormon. This is not to say that
Sorenson himself does not have such a unified picture; indeed, the
nature of all his work on the Book of Mormon in a real place and
time suggests that he has a very strong vision of how all these pieces
fit together. His earlier An Ancient American Setting provides the
most comprehensive treatment of how he views the Book of Mormon
in a real-world setting. The current volume, Nephite Culture and
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Society, provides some in-depth views of themes that were not as ex-

tensively treated in An Ancient American Setting. These are not new
essays that change any of his substantive positions; in fact, most are
reprints of previously published articles gathered here around the
theme of Nephite culture. These essays are closer examinations that
continue to develop the theme of a cultural setting for the Book of
Mormon.
Sorenson explains his conceptual approach early in the first essay: "A characteristic of Hugh Nibley's study of the Book of Mormon,
which he has urged others to emulate, is close study of the scriptural
text to reveal information which myopia had previously led readers
to ignore" (p. 2). This close reading makes some assumptions about
the Book of Mormon text that should be stated explicitly:
• The Book of Mormon is to be taken seriously as an ancient
document.
• As with other ancient texts, the Book of Mormon may be better
understood with a knowledge of the real places and real times
in which it was written.
• As with other ancient texts, the Book of Mormon will not always reveal everything plainly, but hints are available to discern
the cultural background of the writers of the text.
• Regardless of how one might understand the nature of the
translation of the Book of Mormon into English, the essential
meaning has been preserved, and we may trust the meaning of
the English text to reflect correctly the ancient milieu that produced the original document.
These foundational assumptions allow Sorenson to read the text
as Nibley has suggested and certainly allow us to understand aspects
of culture and society to which our more myopic readings of the text
have blinded us.
Of the whole work I can offer only two criticisms, one trivial and
one that will influence my review of the essays. The first is that some
of the footnotes do not provide easy access to the essential references.
For instance, Robert F. Smith's works are cited frequently but never
with enough detail to make them easy to find. In a second example,
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reference is made to a Mexican myth of an ocean crossing with a sacred stone (see p. 114). The references are to other articles rather
than to the specific myth. I would have found it much easier had
texts containing the myth itself been referenced.2
The second overall observation is that the articles tend to back
away from one of the most important aspects of Sorenson's An
Ancient American Setting. In that work Sorenson not only studied the
events and situations in the Book of Mormon, but also analyzed it in
terms of its historical setting. Thus he provided a context that lent a
greater depth of meaning to our understanding of the Book of Mormon. What these articles do is return to an almost exclusive examination of the text only, separate from the rich cultural background
found in An Ancient American Setting. This real-world interpretive
context is certainly not completely absent from these articles, but by
comparison to the greater detail in that watershed book, these articles
serve as an appetizer to a main course that is yet to be served. Nevertheless, the cultural context of the Book of Mormon would be significantly less well understood without these important studies.

"The Composition

of Lehi's Family"

Originally published in the 1990 FARMS publication By Study
and Also by Faith,J this essay concentrates on the named individuals
in Lehi's extended family group who left Jerusalem. Sorenson examines the people mentioned in the group to determine what we can learn
from the text about each one. In particular, he is attentive to the relative ages of the members of the group. For many readers, the value
of the article will be the humanizing effect of seeing this important
family in light of their real-world conditions and their spiritual
struggles. For historians of the Book of Mormon, part of the value
2. For instance, a Cakchiquel myth fits the description very closely, but the Cakchiquel are not considered Mexican-see Francisco Hernandez Arata Xajila and Francisco
Diaz Gebuta Quej, Annals of the Cakchiquels, trans. Adrian Recinos and Delia Goetz
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1974),45-46.
3. "The Composition of Lehi's Family," in By Study and Also by Faith: Essays in
Honor of Hugh W Nibley, ed. John M. Lundquist and Stephen D. Ricks (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book and FARMS, 1990),2:174-96.
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comes from the estimated size of the original colonizing group, a
number that necessarily forms the basis of population expectations
for this group settling in the New World.
Sorenson's work on the relative ages of the children also provides
information on the probable ages of the family members as they arrive
in the New World. While this is mostly a point of interest, it becomes
much more crucial in working with Book of Mormon chronology.
One of the most difficult chronological issues in the Book of Mormon concerns Enos, who nears the end of his life 179 years after the
departure from Jerusalem (see Enos I :25). Into that 179 years we
must fit the life of Enos and the life of his father, Jacob. Either we
have only two people spanning 179 years, or we must posit a missing
generation in which Jacob the father of Enos was Jacob the son of
Jacob, or perhaps Enos the son of Jacob was the father of Jacob the
father of Enos. Each of these suggestions would be a difficult situation to justify, though either is possible. To make the numbers work
at all, the most favorable scenario would be to have Jacob, and his
younger brother, Joseph, as young as possible prior to the voyage
across the ocean (allowing us to shave up to 8 years from the 179
since they were born during the family's sojourn in the wilderness,
not by the time the party left Jerusalem). While Sorenson does not
address this particular issue, his relative dating of Jacob and Joseph is
directly relevant to the question, as will be seen when those two sons
are discussed below.
Sariah
Sariah becomes the crucial focus of the essay as the mother of sons
and daughters ("sisters" in the plural are mentioned in 2 Nephi 5:6).
The minimum number of births for Sariah would be eight. Sorenson
observes:
In the case of Sariah, numerous questions arise about
her birth history. This is so because two sets of facts press
credibility toward two limits when they are compared: (I) on
the one hand, the oldest four sons were all of marriageable
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age at the time of the family's departure from Jerusalem.
Given Nephi's apparent age the eldest, Laman, could not
plausibly be less than twenty-two or twenty-three as the story
begins; yet, (2) Jacob and Joseph were born "in the wilderness," and the probable timing would make Joseph approximately twenty-four to twenty-eight years younger than Laman. For one woman to have had such a long birth career is
sufficiently unlikely that we should examine whether Sariah
was the sole mother of all Lehi's mentioned offspring. (p. 7)
Sorenson does conclude that Sariah is the logical mother of all the
children, but we are left with a birth history that pushes the limits of
typical modern-day biology. Once again, a key to this issue is the
birth of Jacob and Joseph in the wilderness.
Jacob and Joseph
Sorenson suggests that Jacob was born in the first year in the
wilderness and that Joseph was born two years thereafter (see p. 11).
Having Jacob born this early in the wilderness increases the time
span that must be accommodated between Jacob and Enos (though
with that number of years, a few years here or there are still on the
outside of typical life spans for any age, let alone the ancient world).
One possibility that Sorenson does not consider is that they could
have been twins-that
may allow for Jacob to be born later and may
diminish some of the other chronological questions that he raises
about the two (such as their ages at the time of the ocean crossing).
No direct evidence exists for this hypothesis, but some details
suggest this is more than simple wishful thinking. The line of evidel1Celies in the nature of the names and the fact that we know that
Jacob precedes Joseph. Both of these sons were born after the retrieval of the brass plates from Jerusalem. It is important to remember the value of these plates to Lehi:
And it came to pass that my father, Lehi, also found
upon the plates of brass a genealogy of his fathers; wherefore
he knew that he was a descendant of Joseph; yea, even that
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Joseph who was the son of Jacob, who was sold into Egypt,
and who was preserved by the hand of the Lord, that he
might preserve his father, Jacob, and all his household from
perishing with famine. And they were also led out of captivity
and out of the land of Egypt, by that same God who had preserved them. And thus my father, Lehi, did discover the genealogy of his fathers. And Laban also was a descendant of
Joseph, wherefore he and his fathers had kept the records.
And now when my father sawall these things, he was filled
with the Spirit, and began to prophesy concerning his seed.
(I Nephi 5: 14-17)
Clearly, the discovery of Lehi's ancestry was a transcendent event
for him. In the course of discovering his roots, Lehi was also inspired
to prophesy about his progeny. In this event, past and future became
tied together, and the impression of his lineage must have been indelibly pressed into Lehi's consciousness.
When Lehi had sons born after the plates were in his possession,
it was no surprise that he would name those sons Jacob and Joseph
for the two important names in his lineage. I suggest that the order
in which the names are given is important. Of course, had they been
born a year or two apart Lehi might still have used the names in that
order, but I propose that the promises made through the lineage of
Joseph were so strong that Lehi would have used that name first unless
he knew that another son could receive that name. In other words,
we would expect Joseph to be the most important name and that
Jacob would be second. Given Lehi's age and circumstances, this is
best answered if the two were twins, since it would not be assured
that he would have any more children, let alone that any future child
would be male.

"The 'Brass Plates' and Biblical Scholarship"
This essay originally appeared in Dialogue in 1977'1 and has also
been available as a FARMS reprint. It seeks mainly to apply some of
4.

"The 'Brass Plates' and Biblical Scholarship,"

nialogue 10/4 (1977): 31-39.
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the work done on the documentary hypothesis of the Bible to an examination of the nature of the brass plates. Sorenson prefaces this
discussion with an overview of the controversy surrounding the documentary hypothesis but cites John Bright as authority for the article's
presumption that, notwithstanding the controversy, certain blocks of
material can be identified as source material in the Old Testament
(see p. 27). These blocks of material are conventionally identified by
a letter in scholarly discussions, and each represents a particular type
of tradition, with some defining characteristics. These traditions include the ")" (Jehovah, or Yahweh tradition, emphasizing the name
Jehovah); the "E" (Elohim, emphasizing the name Elohim), "P" (Priestly,
emphasizing "a God distant from the lives and immediate concerns
of men"); and "0" (Oeuteronomist tradition, emphasizing the Oeuteronomic law) (see p. 26).
Two important aspects of the brass plates are identified. First,
from the evidence of the language used in passages cited from these
plates, that text appears to fall into the "E" tradition. This assignment
to a biblical tradition becomes more important when geographic
sources are associated with textual traditions. The history of Israel
was naturally altered by the separation into northern and southern
kingdoms. The Masoretic text is typically associated with the southern kingdom, and the "E" source "was fundamentally a Northern
Kingdom expression" (p. 31). This analysis would create a separate
provenance for the brass plates and set the stage for variations in
them not available in the tradition flowing from the southern kingdom. Most immediately, this allows for an explanation for the presence of the writings of Zenos and Zenock in the brass plates but their
absence in the tradition from the Septuagint and the Masoretic text.
The importance of this analysis for understanding the brass
plates should not be underestimated. A separate provenance may
help us understand the Egyptian connections and the familial guardianship of this text while in the Jerusalem of the southern kingdom.
However, this understanding also comes with a price. It opens a door
that cannot be capriciously closed. If the documentary hypothesis
can be used to support the nature of the brass plates, the techniques
and assumptions of that hypothesis cannot be entirely rejected when
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applied to other textual matters. Latter-day Saint scholars cannot accept portions of the documentary hypothesis when it is useful for the
brass plates but then completely reject the documentary hypothesis
when it is applied to other texts. Of course there is still legitimate
room to apply the methodology critically, but, once accepted, it can
no longer be casually dismissed in all other situations.

"Transoceanic Crossings"
This article first appeared in 1988 in The Book of Mormon: First
and consists of two parts: a general
framework of questions to be asked of an ancient sea voyage and the
application of those framework questions specifically to Lehi's voyage. The framework provides the organizational structure of the specific example and perhaps serves as a generic model for the investigation of ancient sea voyages. However, this section seems superfluous
to the real intent of the article, which is the use of these issues to examine a specific voyage. Some slight rewriting could have removed
that framework entirely and made the resulting article more immediately useful.
Nephi, the Doctrinal Foundation"

When Sorenson begins to apply the framework questions to the
specific case of Lehi's voyage, he suggests that he will stick only to
scriptural evidence (see pp. 46-47), but, fortunately for his readers,
he finds himself unable to remain within those boundaries. As with
most of the close reading done by Sorenson, his ability to call upon
historical and anthropological literature allows him to fill in gaps in
the scriptural record with possible explanations. As with many other
subjects, he is thus able to discuss in detail things that scriptural authors (here Nephi) gloss over.
This article does not deal with the historical plausibility of the
transoceanic journey. Sorenson and Martin Raish's subsequent separately published massive bibliography expands on that theme for
5. "Transoceanic
Crossings," in The Hook of Mormon: First Nephi, the Doctrinal
Foundation, ed. Monte S. Nyman and Charles D. Tate jr. (Provo, Utah: BYU Religious
Studies Center, 1988),251-70.
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those who are truly interested.6 This article instead discusses what
might be surmised about a single voyage, that of Lehi and his family.
Since this article is based on a brief scriptural text, large sections
of the analysis address questions raised by the text rather than byanalyzing the text directly. This approach is certainly made necessary by
the sparse scriptural evidence, and it creates an illuminating picture.
Nevertheless, the point is not to prove anything in the Book of Mormon but to provide a human perspective to the scriptural story. Most
important is Sorenson's explanation of the significance of stopping
places (see pp. 55-56); his discussion highlights numerous things
that have been left out of the historical report of the Book of Mormon, an omission that is not so much surprising as it is frustrating to
the historian.

«When Lehi's Party Arrived in the Land,
Did They Find Others There?"
This 1992 article attempts to deal with one of the most frequently asked and most important questions about the historical
context of the Book of Mormon: Why is the Book of Mormon silent
about everyone but the Lamanites and the Nephites?7 In fact, the text
does refer to "others" but does so indirectly.
In keeping with the tenor of the articles in this collection,
Sorenson concentrates on the internal evidence. However, it is in this
article that the limitations of this approach are most evident. Assuming it is a necessary step to turn to the text first, Sorenson presents textual examples in which an oddity is best explained by assuming the presence of others in the land. Logically, what the approach
misses in terms of direct reference is supplied by assumption. The
Book of Mormon is presumed to be an accurate ancient record, and
6.
AmaiClls

John L. Sorenson

and Martin

across tile Occam:

All Allllotated

H. Raish, cds., Pre-Columbian
Bibliography,

Contacts

witli the

2 vols., 2nd rev. cd. (Provo, Utah:

Research Press, 1996).
7. "When Lehi's Party Arrived in the Land, Did They hnd Others There?" Journal of
Book 0(A10rl1lOIl Studies

1 (1992): 1-34.
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therefore anomalies in the text should be seen in the light of the most
reasonable solution.
It should be reiterated that proving the Book of Mormon is not
Sorenson's goal with this book. Thus it is not a criticism to say that
Sorenson does not create an argument that is compellingly probative.
However, the artifice of accepting the evidence of the text while diminishing or ignoring the external context narrows the evidence that
might be brought to bear on the question. The focus on internal textual evidence alone rather than investigating external evidence as
well seems to me less powerful than a cultural-to-textual analysis of
the same premise.
Sorenson begins his analysis with the internal problem of population growth. He suggests that both the Nephites and the Lamanites
increase in population at a much greater rate than might be expected
from typical ancient demographics. In spite of the fact that he certainly understands the archaeological and linguistic research showing
clear evidence of peoples in virtually all parts of the Americas (as he
notes on p. 72), he neglects to use the specific archaeological information for Mesoamerica (where he places the Book of Mormon) to
bolster this argument. We are left with what appears to be an all-toorapid increase in population without the concomitant evidence that
a ready population was near and available to them when they arrived. Once again, 1 should clarify that this omission occurs not because Sorenson does not have access to this information but rather
because his explicitly stated mode of analysis led him to exclude it.
Since his avowed interest is in the internal evidences for the "others," it is perhaps understandable that he applies this method, but it
does slow down the logical creation of the argument for the presence
of others in Book of Mormon lands. The archaeological reality is
such that it is more probable that the Lehite party would have encountered others than it is that they could have remained isolated.
The nature of the parties they might have met could also provide a
rationale behind the merger of those populations into the Lehite
population rather than the merger and absorption of the Lchites into
those communities.
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In Mesoamerican archaeological chronologies, the time frame
for the arrival of the Lehites is the Middle Preclassic, or the Middle
Formative. Particularly important for our view of the social environment of the early Lehites are the coastal areas where the party would
have landed. In this context, it should be pointed out that in the
Middle Formative period an abundance of population centers dotted
the coastal regions of Mesoamerica. Most important, however, is the
size of those units: "Villages were not necessarily larger, but simply
more numerous."H
The fact that the villages were numerous suggests a greater challenge for the Lehites to have landed and found an area in which they
would be completely alone. The probability that they encountered
other people soon after their landing is very close to one hundred
percent, based on archaeological evidence alone. Finding such people
would answer the question of where the "others" came from-they
were already there. The next question involves the direction of assimilation. This requires an examination of the size of the villages.
Joyce Marcus examined the population sizes of several Mesoamerican regions and classified them by size. Her only data for the
Guatemalan coast comes from the time period of 1350-850 B.C.,
which is sufficiently earlier than Book of Mormon times to suggest
that populations might have been higher when the Lehites arrived. At
that early point, she surveyed seven sites and found them ranging
from a single household (which might have multiple family members) to perhaps twelve households.Y
Data for a different region but closer to the appropriate time
range (850-550 B.C.) provided a sampling of 26 sites in the Valley of
Mexico (the extreme northern end of Sorenson's Book of Mormon
geographic model-but
likely a reasonable comparison for sizes of
population to the Book of Mormon area). These sites range from hamlet (10-75 households) to village (90-300 households) to a single site
R. Muriel
Mesoalllerica
9.
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with 600-1200 households. Of the 26 sites, 22 were in the hamlet
range of a population of 10-75 households.lo
Depending on the accuracy of the use of the term village for the
description of the coastal areas as indicated above, these data suggest
that when the Lehites arrived in the New World, they could have
found multiple population sites ranging from 10 households on the
smaller level to perhaps 300 at the larger end, with the smaller populations predominating. This population density is important because
it can tell us something of the probable type of "others" who would
have joined with the Lehites, and perhaps their reasons for doing so.
We can probably discount assimilation by the Lehites of the
larger communities of up to 300 households. Considering that each
household might contain more than one nuclear family, we could estimate the populations of these locations to be from two to four
times greater than the household numbers. For instance, the Lehites
entered with perhaps eight or nine households at the maximumand that assumes a single family per household site. With the great
disparity of numbers, one would expect not only that the weight of
numbers would encourage integration into the existing village, but
that the existing political and social structures would be much more
difficult to abandon in a larger village.
This suggests that the probable unit that the Lehites encountered
and assimilated would have been one or two of the smaller hamlets,
say with no more than 20 households. Smaller hamlets would have
fewer people, and that corresponds to less social and political stratification and therefore fewer factors inhibiting their joining with the
Lehites. The question now, of course, is of what advantage it would
be to the small hamlet to join with the Lehites.
It is probable that the first contact would have been on a level at
which the groups did not join permanently, but perhaps a friendly
hamlet extended hospitality to the newly arrived people with strange
customs. After some time together, residents of the hamlet would
have found that the newcomers had enviable skills. The Lehites had
come from a much more complex society (for all that the hamlet
10. Ibid., RO-RI.
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might have been tangentially attached to a larger center, they would
not have had the benefits of that center localized in the hamlet). The
newcomers also worked with metal, an expertise that would be desirable (Nephi works metal to make tools for their vessel-see 1 Nephi
17:8-11, 16-and to fabricate the plates on which he engraves his
record-see 1 Nephi 19:1; 2 Nephi 5:28-30).
On the other hand, the Lehites would have welcomed a friendly
hamlet and would have found tremendous benefit in associating
with natives of the land. The new land offered new challenges and,
for a people who were required to make many of their own personal
goods, knowing where to find game, where and how one might cultivate, and where to find appropriate raw materials for such things as
pottery and clothing would be invaluable information that would
save the Lehites a tremendous amount of time and effort.
Does the text lend any credence to the idea that "others" had
come into the Lehite colony this early? Nothing points definitively to
that conclusion, but on at least one occasion (in 2 Nephi 5:6) the
most plausible explanation rests squarely on the presence of "others."
Nephi describes the flight of his family and of those who would follow him from the machinations of Laman and Lemuel:
And it came to pass that the Lord did warn me, that I,
Nephi, should depart from them and flee into the wilderness,
and all those who would go with me. Wherefore, it came to
pass that I, Nephi, did take my family, and also Zoram and
his family, and Sam, mine elder brother and his family, and
Jacob and Joseph, my younger brethren, and also my sisters,
and all those who would go with me. And all those who
would go with me were those who believed in the warnings
and the revelations of God; wherefore, they did hearken unto
my words. And we did take our tents and whatsoever things
were possible for us, and did journey in the wilderness for
the space of many days. (2 Nephi 5:5-7)
The identity of "all those who would go" with Nephi rests on
those who are specifically named and the probable division of Lehi's
clan. Not specified among Nephi's followers are the children of

34 • FARMSREVIEWOFBOOKS13/2 (200 1)

Laman and Lemuel and the sons of Ishmael, thereby leading us to assume that they remained behind. A comparison of Lehi's final counsel
to the sons and daughters of Laman and Lemuel (see 2 Nephi 4:3-9)
with his words to the seed of Sam (see v. 11) makes the loyalties of
the children of Laman and Lemuel to their fathers appear obvious.
Previous alliances of the sons of Ishmael to Laman and Lemuel (see
1 Nephi 16:37; 2 Nephi 1:28), as well as their behavior immediately
following Lehi's death (see 2 Nephi 4: 13), suggest that they were not
inclined to follow Nephi. It is rather unlikely that any of the wives
chose to split into a clan separate from their husbands, and indeed
the Book of Mormon indicates the early preferences of the wives of
Laman and Lemuel (see 1 Nephi 7:6; 18:9) and Nephi (see v. 19), although their individual alliances at this time of division are not
specifically mentioned. When we account for the named or mentioned persons and those likely to remain behind, very little room remains for "others" from the original Lehites. In fact, using individuals
mentioned in the text and their logical progeny, we can account for
everyone. Regardless of how the group split up, however, if "all those
who would go" were only one or two people we would expect that
Nephi might make mention of them, at least by their head of household, as he does for the families of Zoram, Sam, Jacob, and Joseph.
The best hypothesis, then, to explain Nephi's mention of "all
those who would go" is that he referred to those of the hamlet or
hamlets who had joined with the Lehites and who, in recognition of
the greater social and technological sophistication of the newcomers,
had permitted them to occupy roles of leadership over their hamlet
in exchange for the new knowledge or goods they brought with them
(in addition to the gathering power of religious conversion; see 2 Nephi 5:6). Indeed, Nephi's descriptions of "his people" begin very early
to have the appearance of referring to more than the named individuals, if only in the characterizations of the activities mentioned, activities that, from Sorenson's internal perspective, would indicate a
larger population.
Against this backdrop of the probable presence of others, we may
better measure the types of internal evidence Sorenson accumulates,
as well as add other items that continue to build the picture. The result-
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ing view of the Book of Mormon makes complete social, political, religious, and economic sense when we understand this early inclusion
of "others" in places where the Book of Mormon would otherwise remain enigmatic.
One such enigma concerns the appearance of Sherem. Sorenson's
method of reading the text closely highlights an aspect of this encounter that has gone unnoticed since the publication of the Book of
Mormon. If there were no "others" present, the description of the appearance of Sherem among the Nephites would make no sense whatsoever. Jacob records Sherem's self-introduction: "And it came to pass
that he came unto me, and on this wise did he speak unto me, saying:
Brother Jacob, I have sought much opportunity that I might speak
unto you; for I have heard and also know that thou goest about
much, preaching that which ye call the gospel, or the doctrine of
Christ" (Jacob 7:6).
Both from Sherem's words and the way Jacob describes the encounter, we have an impression that Sherem and Jacob had never
met before. As Sorenson insightfully points out, the population size
of the village of Nephi if there were no "others" present would have
been so small as to make it impossible that Sherem could not have
known Jacob (see p. 68). With the clear enmity between lineal Nephites and Lamanites at this early period, it is unlikely that Sherem
was a Lamanite born after the separation of the two colonies, yet that
would be the only other possibility if we do not factor "others" into
the equation.
Similar to the economic argument above for the intermingling of
the Lehites with residents of the area, Sorenson points out that the
Nephites list corn as one of their staples, a food that requires human
intervention to grow (see p. 69). The Nephites would certainly have
learned this technique from others since they did not bring corn with
them from the Old World.
An analogous case that Sorenson fails to mention is the problem
of wealth among the early Nephites. Jacob informs us:
And now behold, my brethren, this is the word which I
declare unto you, that many of you have begun to search for
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gold, and for silver, and for all manner of precious ores, in
the which this land, which is a land of promise unto you and
to your seed, doth abound most plentifully. And the hand of
providence hath smiled upon you most pleasingly, that you
have obtained many riches; and because some of you have
obtained more abundantly than that of your brethren ye are
lifted up in the pride of your hearts, and wear stiff necks and
high heads because of the costliness of your apparel, and
persecute your brethren because ye suppose that ye are better
than they. (Jacob 2:12-13)
These verses give the appearance of a direct relationship between
gold and silver and the wealth that they have obtained. This makes
sense to a culture raised on the Western notions of intrinsic value in
the metals, but in the context of an early Nephite culture both of
these verses are nonsense unless others are in the land.
Verse 12 discloses that gold and silver (and "all manner of precious ores") are plentiful in the land. The very fact that they are plentiful is a direct dismissal of their economic value. Value is a relative
term, and nothing that is plentiful-no
matter what it is-makes one
wealthy if one's neighbor has an equal amount of it. In the case of
gold and silver, we assume that the metals are valuable because they
can purchase things. If we think of an early Nephite population isolated from all other populations, what could gold or silver "buy"? In
a barter world, where the necessities of food and shelter are paramount, piling up gold and silver rocks in the back of one's home
doesn't lead to wealth but to time taken from more productive and
important chores. You cannot trade gold for food if everyone has
gold. It has no exchange value.
Jacob 2: I 3 indicates even more clearly that others must have
been present and that the Nephites had active commerce with them.
A result of the "wealth" of the Nephites is that they begin to wear
costly apparel. Again our modern sensibilities trick us into an assumption that this would be logical. However, if no others are present and the Nephites are isolated as a small group, how does one obtain costly apparel? In a society without stores, in which everyone
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must make his or her own clothing from the locally available fibers
and dyes, where would "costly apparel" come from? If all members of
the society have access to the same materials and dyes, they simply
copy the style-they do not have anything that anyone else does not
have, and they certainly do not "purchase" it to render it costly. They
make it. These two verses describing the economic conditions of this
early Nephite society make sense only if the Nephites are a larger
population and are trading goods with other communities.
Another of Sorenson's indications of the presence of "others" relies on an understanding of language change; most readers of the
Book of Mormon would be unaware of these issues. Our Sunday
School lessons certainly point out that the Mulekites had lost their
language, but what those lessons do not explain is that this would
have been rather unlikely. Languages do change, but they are not
"lost" without the outside influence of another language that becomes more dominant and replaces the lost language. Sorenson does
not miss this bit of information but indicates that the study of historicallinguistics has revealed a basic rate of change for the same language that develops in two independent locations in which the two
populations are unable to communicate (see p. 83). The rate of
change from the time of the departure from the Old World for either
the Mulekites or Nephites to the time of the arrival of Mosiah and his
people in Zarahemla is insufficient to create mutually unintelligible
languages, as is clearly the case in the Book of Mormon. Once again,
we have a feature of the Book of Mormon that could not represent
society accurately unless we understand that "others" were present
and interacted with the Book of Mormon populations.

"The 'Mulekites'"
This article is an excellent background piece on the origin of the
"Mulekites." 11 Modern Latter-day Saints are familiar with the term
Mulekites even though it is never used in the Book of Mormon to describe the people who descended from Mulek. In the Book of Mormon,

11. "The 'Mulekites,'"

RYU Studies 30/3 (1990): 6-22.
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those people are consistently described as the "people of Zarahemla."
Sorenson does not explicitly provide a reason for this designation, but
he describes the people of Zarahemla (the man) as a recently created
group that formed around Zarahemla's leadership (see p. 117). This
new group would naturally mark Zarahemla as both their leader and
the creator of their new lineage of rulers. Thus the "break" with the
line of Mulek is natural in the Book of Mormon. For political accuracy, it would be better if Latter-day Saint authors were as careful as
Sorenson in discussing the Zarahemlaites (rather than talking about
the Mulekites) since a historical point of separation seems to occur
between the descendants of Mulek in general and the people of ZarahernIa specifically.
Sorenson proposes in this article to return to origins, however,
and he begins with background on the reign of Zedekiah, the father
of Mulek, according to the Book of Mormon. He observes that while
we are most familiar with the spelling "Mulek," it was spelled "Muloch" in the printer's manuscript and "Mulok" in the printed editions
of the Book of Mormon from 1830 to 1852. These variations suggest
to Sorenson a Hebrew root *MLK, meaning "king," that generates the
name (see p. 108). While Zedekiah's sons are never clearly named,
our "Mulek" might be mentioned in the Bible in Jeremiah 38:6 as
"Malkiyahu, the son of the king" (based on a different rendition of
the Hebrew). However, Sorenson cautions that this evidence is not
conclusive.
Sorenson discusses the probable history of the Mulekites from
the time of their arrival in the New World until the discovery of the
people of Zarahemla by Mosiah]. This is perhaps the most critical
part of the discussion because it lays the foundations for the later
contentions in the land of Zarahemla. Sorenson explains that the
probable enculturation of the Mulekites into the customs of the New
World would have been the basis for conflict between the Zarahemlaites and the people of Mosiah. Indeed, dissensions in Zarahemla
occur early in the reign of Benjamin (son of Mosiah}; see Words of
Mormon 1:15-18). Sorenson seems to be on the right track when he
says that "it is plausible that later 'contentions' and 'dissensions' in
Nephite society were in part led by unhappy descendants of Zara-
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hemla who considered that they were not given their due when Mosiah
became king" (p. 120). More than simple envy of rulership, however,
the principal contentions were more fundamental and dealt with an
entire way of life.
Sorenson develops this more fundamental issue as well: "The initial political amalgamation reported in Omni seemingly did not lead
to genuine cultural integration but masked a diversity in lifeways that
sometimes came forth as conflict in beliefs and behavior. NonNephite ways seem to have kept bubbling up from beneath the ideal
social and cultural surface depicted by the Nephite elite record keepers. After all, the descendants of the people of Zarahemla probably
always constituted a majority of 'the folk' ('the people of the Nephites' in the record?)" (p. 121). This difference in the fundamental
approach to lifeways is critical to understanding the development
and resolutions to the contentions seen in the book of Alma.
The article on the Mulekites is an important piece of the puzzle
of Book of Mormon history. While the Old World connections to
Book of Mormon historicity are interesting, the developments in the
New World are critical for Book of Mormon history. An important
distinction exists between questions of historicity and history: the
former discusses authenticity, the latter the temporal events. Comprehending the cultural history of the people of Zarahemla prior to
the merger with Mosiah I'S Nephites is critical to understanding all
Book of Mormon history after that point and up to the appearance
of Christ in the Americas, an event which arguably changed some of
the particular dynamics of the Book of Mormon story.

"The Settlements of Book of Mormon Peoples"
Here, Sorenson attempts to create a typology of settlement patterns among Book of Mormon peoples.12 As much as any other, this
paper demonstrates the attention to detail that characterizes Sorenson but that most analysts of the Book of Mormon lack. This typology is important for creating a picture of the Nephite worldview. For
those who are interested in issues of historicity relating to the Book of
12.
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Mormon, Sorenson's arcane discussion is nevertheless important, and
his clarification of the internal system may be compared to a similar typology of Joseph Smith's world. As usual, the differences are striking.
The following is Sorenson's typology, including my own quick
comments:
Earth as a Whole
In this model the earth is part of the solar system. While it is an
important overall conception, this idea plays only a modest role in
the historical development of Nephite culture.
Promised Land as a Unit
This concept of the "promised land" must be based primarily on
internal evidence because it is an area in which modern definitions
may not reflect ancient realities. Sorenson carefully analyzes the comments about the "land of promise" in internal references and concludes that they conform to the overall bounds of the geography
inhabited by the Nephites. This is quite important for modern interpreters of the Book of Mormon who see North America as the
"promised land." If we follow Sorenson's geographic correlation of
the Book of Mormon to a Mesoamerican location, the conceptual
limitation of the land of promise in the text would preclude North
America as being directly referred to as this land. When the "other
nations" come to "take away from them the lands of their possessions" (2 Nephi 1:11), this would refer to a limited geographic area
and not the whole of the Americas (see p. 134). While the Western
history of conquest is most readily brought to mind, multiple fulfillments of this prophecy took place within the limited land itself, long
before the arrival of the intruders from over the sea.
Land Southward and Land Northward
This major distinction in the Book of Mormon generally delineates the relationship of land to the narrow neck of land and is also a
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general division for the land of Lehi as opposed to the land of later
Book of Mormon Nephites.
Extended Lands, or Realms
Sorenson describes this as an implicit rather than an explicit category. The Book of Mormon clearly indicates that, at a point of greater
population, Zarahemla was both a specific city and a general designation of lands attached to that city. Thus the concept of a named location might indicate both the ruling location as well as the lands
ruled. In the case of Zarahemla, this extension of the realm eventually led not only to governance of farmland but other named cities or
villages. While the idea of a "realm" is not explicitly mentioned in the
text, it clearly allows us, for instance, to understand the relationship
of Zarahemla to Gideon, Alma's first stop on his missionary tour
early in the book of Alma (see Alma 6:7-8: I).
Quarters of the Land
"Quarter of the land" refers to a general division that conceptually separates areas of the land into quarters based on the east-west
and north-south axes. Although the particular directions might not
correlate to modern ones, Sorenson neglects to pursue such a realworld correlation. While he does observe that the notion of quarters
might be inherited from the Old World (see p. 137), he neglects to
mention the importance of a fourfold division of the world in
Mesoamerican thought. The conceptual quarters of the land in no
way constitute a proof that the Book of Mormon did take place in
Mesoamerica, but this notion fits easily into the prevailing worldview
of that time period.
Sorenson declares that "the quarters were thought of as peripheral units surrounding a 'heart' land consisting of the zone around
the city of Zarahemla. There in 'the center' was where the political
headquarters resided" (p. 137). Since he is certainly familiar with
the Mesoamerican concept of four quarters and a center (five world
directions, rather than just four), it is probable that the particular
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wording of this sentence is at the very least a subconscious link to the
Mesoamerican world concept.
Local Land
The idea of "local land" needs to be more clearly distinguished
from that of "extended lands." A local land is the area dependent on a
single central city, while "extended lands" would be subject to the political influence of a central city location that included other specific
cities with their appended "local lands." Sorenson suggests a probable
radius for these attached lands of 15 to 20 miles (see p. 139).
Cities and Their Domains
Terminologies for types of collectives are important to scholars
but not necessarily to the layman. In the case of the Book of Mormon it is legitimate to wonder if distinctions in terminologies reflect
real categories or simply literary differences. For Sorenson, though,
the various types of cities reflect real categories that appear to have a
distinct meaning in the Book of Mormon. He suggests that the three
types of cities are an administrative center for a local land, a city
without any dependent land, and a "great city."
The definition of city in the ancient world does not correlate to
our modern concept of cities. The ancient world did not have the
large populations that we deal with today, and major ancient cities
could be much smaller than modern cities. What is important for the
ancient definition of city was the function. Sorenson remarks: "Also
apparent in statements in the Book of Mormon is the fact that certain
cities took on that status from the very moment of their founding.
Such instant cities must have been given that title because of their intended function, and perhaps because of their initial, ambitious site
plan, not because of the size of their populations" (p. 143).
This functional definition of a city is important to the Book of
Mormon and would contrast with the more population-based model
with which Joseph Smith would have been familiar on the New York
frontier lands. In his discussion of Old World classifications, Soren-
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son frequently identifies "cities" as locations with fortifications, regardless of size (see pp. 140-41). The terminology for cities in the
Book of Mormon clearly corresponds much more closely with this
definition of intended function than it does with a population- or
importance-based definition.
Town
Towns are only mentioned late in the Book of Mormon (see
p. 145). Even though they are not mentioned earlier, it is not improbable that such a designation would have existed at an earlier time.
The distinction between a town and a city, though probably dependent
on population and centralized governance, is not clearly described.
This distinction, however, likely existed before the late mentions in
the text.
Village
The Book of Mormon mentions only one named village but
refers consistently to villages. The notions of town, village, and small
village (the next category) appear to have been present but not of
great interest to the record keepers of the Book of Mormon. This is a
fairly logical result of the record keepers being city or "great city"
based and therefore more interested in the greater affairs of state
than the events of smaller locations (see p. 145).
Small Village
Sorenson suggests that "small villages" might match the more
modern term of hamlets. This connection is important for purposes
of reading and understanding modern archaeological literature.
Once again, the category may have been real to the writers of the
Book of Mormon but is rarely mentioned. This lack of attention
probably results from the interest of the writers in the affairs of the
centralized government of the Nephites rather than in the particulars
of life in the smaller villages.
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Wilderness vs. Civilized
This discussion of the notions of "wilderness" and "civilized" is
important for understanding the nature of geography in the Book of
Mormon. If we try to impose a modern definition of wilderness on
the Book of Mormon, we might picture a particular type of terrain.
However, the wilderness terrain in the Book of Mormon might be
dramatically different from our modern vision. Sorenson suggests
that the essential definition for the Book of Mormon wilderness was
keyed not to a terrain but rather to a comparable concept that meant
"not civilized/settled" and thereby explains a great deal more of the
relationship of the people to their geography. Thus wilderness does
not always remain wilderness but may be transformed as it is settled
(see the discussion of Helaman 3:23 on p. 146).
Hierarchy of Settlements
While not a typology of settlements, this section discusses important concepts about the complex interrelationships of communities. Earlier, Sorenson described an extended realm, inside of which
were different cities. What was the relationship among those cities?
The text of the Book of Mormon depicts Zarahemla as the topranking city of a group of settlements. Sorenson provides the example
of Korihor, who is taken to Gideon (presumably from a village) and
presented to authorities. This implies a governance relationship between Gideon and the unmentioned village. When the judges in
Gideon are unable to come to a conclusion, they take Korihor to
Zarahemla, clearly indicating that Zarahemla has a governance relationship to Gideon (see pp. 148-49). Sorenson demonstrates that archaeologists perceive differences in architectural complexity among
these hierarchically ranked locations. This is useful information for
those who wish to read the archaeological data for communities in
this time period, but Sorenson does not present the research for us,
and most readers of this article will decline to do it for themselves.
Students of the Book of Mormon should realize that this dependence on a hierarchical relationship among cities pertaining to a
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central location is very clearly the pattern of Mesoamerican city building. A defining government is not linked to a county, state, or federal
government, any of which might have been logical models for Joseph
Smith. The pattern is clearly city-dependent, and the Book of Mormon will even place dependent "kings" in cities subservient to a
higher "king." This matches the Mesoamerican model but certainly
not that of Joseph's Smith's time (or historical acquaintance).

"Seasonality of Warfare in the Book of Mormon
and in Mesoamerica"
This article, previously published in Warfare in the Book of Mormon, L\ is valuable as a part of this collection not only for its wider accessibility but also for its postscript (see pp. 172-75), in which Sorenson informs us that some of the dating correlations should be changed
on the basis of updated research on Nephite calendrical systems. This
article also breaks from the conceptual mold of most of the articles
and does make specific correlations to a Mesoamerican context. That
context powerfully enhances the information from the text and only
serves to highlight this missing piece from other articles.
The article specifies that ancient warfare is directly related to the
availability of manpower and the weather. The Aztec military is the
best documented from ancient America, and while it appears much
later than Book of Mormon events, its world was not much different
from that which existed in the Book of Mormon. Ross Hassig describes this later and very important military organization:
Political provocations could occur at any time, but Mesoamerican city-states did not always react to them immediately, because they could not mount effective military campaigns year round. Two factors influenced the timing of
campaigns: the agricultural cycle and the rain cycle.
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Since the army was largely composed of commoners
who were agriculturalists, the availability of soldiers was determined by cultivation and harvest schedules. In the central
highlands planting was done in the spring (usually beginning in late April or May), and harvesting, in the late summer or fall (as late as October or early November). Thus
throughout the summer and early autumn the men needed
for a major campaign were occupied in activities vital both
to themselves and to the society as a whole. Moreover, this
seasonal cycle also affected the supplies needed to mount a
campaign. Grain was stored for use throughout the year, but
the greatest surplus was available in the autumn just after
harvest. As a result an army was best able to gather supplies
for a campaign in the late autumn and winter.
The second event affecting the Aztec campaigns was the
rainy season. Central Mexico's climatic cycle involves a dry
season, stretching from around late September through mid
May, followed by a rainy season through the summer. This
pattern not only regulated the agricultural season but also
affected the feasibility of moving large numbers of men and
supplies. Such movements were significantly easier during
the dry season, in terms of both the soldiers' physical comfort and the quality of the roads. Dirt roads used by large
numbers of men during the rainy season (and for some time
thereafter) quickly turned into quagmires. And streams that
could be forded during the dry season often became swollen,
impassable rivers during the rains.11
Sorenson examines the timing of military campaigns in the Book
of Mormon to determine when they were held and whether those
times corresponded to agricultural and seasonal cycles. He analyzes
the timing of Book of Mormon conflicts according to the months in
which they are listed. He then correlates a numbered month (such as
14.
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the "tenth month") to a calendar of named months. He gives his suggestion on pages 167-68, though remarking in the postscript that he
would amend these correlations.
The resulting correlation of military campaigns to time of year
does suggest that the military campaigns follow the agricultural and
climatic cycles of the area in which the Book of Mormon likely
occurred-that
is, Mesoamerica. Rather than correlate his timing to
the Central Mexican calendar that was cited above, he uses the patterns of the Maya area, which are more appropriate to the proposed
Book of Mormon climate.
One of the important side issues developed in this discussion of
the seasonality of warfare is the comparison of the Mesoamerican
model for the Book of Mormon to proposed models in the northeastern United States. In precisely the time periods when the greatest
number of military actions would be occurring in the Book of Mormon, the Northeast has the climate least conducive to military campaigns. If a rainy season deterred the Aztec army, one can only imagine the impact of lake effect snows on military campaigns in the
Northeast. At the very least, such campaigns in the Northeast might
follow the harvests but would scarcely be suited to the nearly naked
Lamanites. Note the description of Lamanite warriors in Alma 3:5:
"Now the heads of the Lamanites were shorn; and they were naked,
save it were skin which was girded about their loins, and also their
armor, which was girded about them, and their bows, and their arrows, and their stones, and their slings, and so forth."

"The Political Economy of the Nephites"
The final article in this collection is new and could suffice by itself
as a reason to purchase the book. The title of "political economy," unfamiliar to most readers, may mask the importance of this discussion. Sorenson believes that the concepts of the allocation and structure of power and economics may be so different in the ancient world
that it would be misleading to speak of "Nephite government" or "Nephite economy"-hence
his use of "political economy" (p. 198). This
distinction is relevant for the Rook of Mormon, however, because

48 • FARMS REVIEW OF

BOOKS

13/2 (2001)

close analysis of both politics and economics in the Book of Mormon shows those concepts to be quite different from the meanings
most modern readers would attach to them. The Book of Mormon
reflects a very different way of looking at both political structures and
economics, particularly the crucial interconnections between them.
Sorenson bases his discussion on three major conceptual theories. His dominant theory arises from political anthropology, a familiarity with a variety of political and economic organizations in populations across the world. The second is a connection to the Old
World (see his discussion of kings on pp. 199-202), and the last is the
internal description from the Book of Mormon.
Internal description makes the most significant contribution to
the article, as it elucidates issues of political economy from an internal perspective. The only objection I have to the article is that it leans
too heavily on Old World kingship and does not spend enough time
examining the Mesoamerican context of the Nephite political economy. For instance, Sorenson suggests that Benjamin is contrasting
himself to "run-of-the-mill rulers" with the contextual implication
that these other rulers were dependent on the Old World model (see
p. 202). Since any recollection of the Old World kings is dependent
on a very small number of people who were subject to kings both of
Israelite and of Babylonian investiture, and Benjamin appears over
four hundred years later, the mention of other kings is unlikely to refer to those of the Old World. The most likely reference point for
Benjamin is to other neighboring kings; in the Mesoamerican locale
where Sorenson would place the Book of Mormon, evidence suggests
kings with characteristics resembling those to which Benjamin contrasts himself. IS While the internal digging to find the textual evi15.
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dence is an important first step, the second stage of comparing the
text to its plausible Mesoamerican context is unfortunately missing
in this article.
In spite of the lack of explicit connection to a Mesoamerican
model, certainly that model is not far from Sorenson's consciousness
as he develops his arguments. For instance, he writes that "the concept that formal ownership of (or at least possession of certain legal
rights over) lands and other property lay in elite hands is evident in
language used in the Book of Mormon" (p. 205). The two important
distinctions here are the possible separation of ownership and possession, and the notion of a controlling elite. Both of these are directly relevant to a Mesoamerican context in which land ownership
meant not a legal ownership of the property but rather a right to the
production or yield from the lands. This subtle distinction is evident
in the Book of Mormon, in which land is never "owned" in the modern sense. Neither titles nor deeds pass hands. The connection to
land is more traditional, and the possessor receives rights to production rather than ownership of the land itself. This model contrasts
with nineteenth-century land ownership in the United States.
The discussion of production rights avoids the more Mesoamerican term tribute, but the relationships of domination in the
Book of Mormon very clearly follow this pattern. Not mentioned in
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the article is the nature of domination by conquest in the Book of
Mormon, which is very different from that of nineteenth-century
Western civilization models. In the latter case, conquest transferred
ownership and political jurisdiction. In the Book of Mormon case,
domination by a conqueror frequently does not replace local leadership but simply imposes a tribute on the city (for example, Limhi's
people; see Mosiah 7:14-23; 19:15-16,26-29). This is very much part
of the Mesoamerican model of political interactions, which were
clearly in the author's thoughts but unfortunately are not mentioned
in this particular article.
Sorenson discusses the impact of trade and literacy on the Lamanites on pages 223-25. He suggests that this process rapidly increased their riches and worldly learning. My only objection to this
analysis is that it is connected with an event rather late in the Book of
Mormon. The importance of trade as an underlying substructure of
Nephite and Lamanite culture must have preceded the Amulonites
(see Mosiah 24:1-7). The conclusion that trade leads to wealth, and
most important, to "worldly wisdom," is clearly correct. Trade connects
societies and creates an exchange not only of goods but of concepts
attached to those goods. In the Book of Mormon, this process likely
begins very early and is the continuing mechanism by which cultural
contentions are stirred and enflamed.
Early in the Book of Mormon, Jacob records that his people "began to search much gold and silver, and began to be lifted up somewhat in pride" (Jacob 1:16). This follows, of course, their instruction in working gold and silver, which was abundant in the land (see
2 Nephi 5: 15). In the very early economy of this Nephite population,
gold and silver could have had very little economic importance since
their very abundance would decrease their value. Because Nephi
taught his people to work the metals, even the worked metals might
not have much intrinsic value if many had learned those skills. The
only context in which an increased value of gold and silver as worked
materials makes any sense in the Book of Mormon is early trade. The
fairly rapid decline of pure Nephite ideals that Jacob decries, and the
infusion of ideas clearly accepted by the early Nephites despite their
condemnation by father Lehi (such as polygamy in Jacob 2:24-30;
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3:5), further suggest an importation of ideas, which is the logical
companion of trade. Indeed, it is quite probable that most of the
continuing cultural crises of the Nephites throughout the Book of
Mormon may have direct roots in the trading economy that linked
them to outside ideas conflicting with their own Nephite religion.
Sorenson could also have elaborated on his view of the Nephite
political economy in his discussion of the reign of the judges. According to Sorenson, "while in the modified system of rule under the
judges the people are said to have 'cast in their voices' (Alma 2:6) to
choose the judges who would 'rule' them, this would not have been
anything like a 'one-man, one-vote' election but probably was an expression of preference by the senior males who led the various kin
groups (lineages) who would have arrived at their decision by consultation within their groups and spoke for their unit" (p. 203). Sorenson does indicate that the conceptual separation of these judges from
the previous king-system was not as severe a break as a modern
reader might perceive (see p. 202), but he does not continue his
analysis of the mechanism of the "voice of the people," leaving it only
as the unsupported assertion that it would not be a "one-man, onevote" election. He is undoubtedly correct in this assertion, and ample
evidence in the Book of Mormon reveals that the voice of the people
was a functioning mechanism under the kings as well as the judges
and that it appears to have a confirmation function as much as, if not
more than, a selective one. This understanding is important for the
very clear distinction between the Book of Mormon ruling mechanisms and the presumption that the Book of Mormon supports
nineteenth-century
democracy. It does not. The mechanism is very
different, and nothing like a democratic voting society is depicted in
the Book of Mormon.
Once again, a likely Mesoamerican model could support much of
Sorenson's analysis; however, he neglects to pursue that avenue for his
own reasons. Maya cities frequently contain a building that is termed
the popolna or community/mat house. The mat is a Maya symbol of
ruling authority, and these popolna exist in cities that clearly have
ruling kings. Apparently a body of counselors existed in Maya societies and functioned to advise the king and perhaps to exercise control

52 • FARMS REVIEW

13/2 (2001)

OF ROOKS

over him. According to the Popol Yuh (the great "Bible" of the Quiche
people), this group of leaders appears to have functioned quite similarly to the judges described in the Rook of MormonY'
It will not be surprising if this article does not get the wide reading it deserves, and most modern readers will, unfortunately, be uninterested in the complexities of political economy. Still, this topic
clearly underscores the radically different conceptual structures that
govern Book of Mormon events. All events have at their root some
form of causation, and those in the Rook of Mormon are rather consistently driven by a view of the world foreign not only to the modern reader but to any reader of the nineteenth century as well.

Conclusion
As he has in the past, Sorenson carefully opens up new vistas of
understanding by reading ever more closely in the Book of Mormon.
As good as these articles are, many would be improved if he would
relax his self-imposed restriction of examining only the text without
seeking links to the outside world. He set the stage for the next phase
in Book of Mormon cultural studies when he examined those links
in An Ancient American Setting. The readings collected here are important, but much more could be added. It is almost as if he is constantly reloading one barrel of a double-barreled shotgun. As a personal plea, please, next time give us both barrels. We can take it.
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embers of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saintsincluding scholars-will welcome this book. It impressively responds to a favorite argument of skeptics who question the authenticity of the Book of Mormon. Critics of the restoration have scoffed at
the notion that an ancient record was engraved on metal plates and
hidden away for centuries, then later disclosed by a heavenly messenger to a farm boy. With considerable documentation, author John
Tvedtnes demonstrates that the record delivered to Joseph Smith
from its hiding place in the Hill Cumorah was anything but an
anomaly. In fact, Tvedtnes shows, it is one of countless such records
to be discovered subsequently "in such vast quantities that our knowledge about the ancient Near East [has] greatly multipl[ied] in just a
few generations" (p. 5). Furthermore, "ancient and medieval people
commonly believed that sacred books were entrusted to the care of
angels" (p. 6). Significantly, discoveries of and about other such
records came after Joseph Smith's time, making it impossible for him
to have known about them even if his limited formal education had
encompassed such matters.

M

Review of John A. Tvedtnes. The Book of Mormon and Other Hidden
Books: "Out of Darkness unto Light." Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2000.
xii + 266 pp., with two appendixes, annotated bibliography, and
subject index. $14.95.
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The Book of Mormon and Other Hidden Books is presented in an
orderly manner, discussing in turn such subjects as the common ancient practice of hiding records in boxes, of sealing books, of hiding
sacred relics, and of placing such valuables in mountain repositories
under the guardianship of angels. All this preservation activity was
done with an eye to the restoration of such records and relics at some
future time. The evidence Tvedtnes presents is more than convincingit is overwhelming. And it should satisfy even the most fastidious
scholar. Tvedtnes's multitudinous sources range from the Hidden
Book of Moses, "a Christian Gnostic text written in Greek and found
in Egypt" (p. 239), to the Cave of Treasures, "a Syriac text composed
in the fourth century A.D. by Saint Ephram Syrus" (p. 233), to the Adi
Granth, the "sacred book of the Sikhs (p.228)," enshrined in an
Indian temple in the province of Punjab.
In one of the helpful chapter summaries, Tvedtnes points out
that, although the practice of concealing records is not limited to any
one part of the globe, "it is most prominent in the ancient Near East,
the land from which the Book of Mormon people emigrated to the
New World." He concludes, therefore, "that the concealment of the
Book of Mormon in the earth is prima facie evidence of the book's
ancient origins" (p. 25).
Replete with stories from countless ancient cultures, The Book of
Mormon and Other Hidden Books is a lively and interesting discourse.
For example, in documenting "the use of stone boxes to house documents" (p. 38), Tvedtnes cites a tale from Roman lore. The story tells
of a seventh-century king who ordered that he and the books he had
written were to be buried in companion stone coffins. When the
coffins were found by accident several centuries later, the king's body
had decayed, but the books were intact. Tvedtnes notes that "the
practice of concealing records in boxes, particularly stone boxes, ...
predates the Book of Mormon by many centuries and was still being
practiced when Moroni deposited the plates in the stone box from
which Joseph Smith later removed them" (p. 50).
Only occasionally was I tempted to question the author's assumptions. One such instance might be the conclusion he draws
from 2 Nephi 27:22 and elsewhere that the words seal and hide are to
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be regarded as synonymous. In the Nephi passage, the Lord indicates
that the latter-day translator of the record should "seal up the book
again, and hide it up." I confess that the and separating the two clauses
suggests two distinct and sequential actions to me. From the assumption that seal and hide have the same meaning in this passage, Tvedtnes draws an intriguing parallel between the "sealing or hiding [of]
records up to the Lord" and the sealing of an individual "unto life
eternal" until the day of resurrection. The individual and the record
will experience a similar "resurrection" in that both are destined to
come forth from thei r burial places (pp. 61-62).
Occasionally, too, in the abundance of evidence Tvedtnes presents, one finds materials that seem somewhat tangential to his subject and purposes. An example of this might be in the discussion of
various sealed and open copies of public documents related to land
purchases and the like. Then, too, one senses some overlap in the book,
especially in the chapter titled "The Records Come Forth" (pp. 167-74),
which seems to present materials very much like those in the chapter
"Hidden Records."
But such are minor concerns when taken in the context of the
book as a whole. In matters that count, Tvedtnes is sound and thorough. Of special interest to Book of Mormon advocates (as well as
detractors) should be the section in which he chronicles accounts in
which angels and even God himself deliver lost or hidden books
from previous eras to mortals. Some of these accounts closely parallel Joseph Smith's experience. Of interest, too, is the fact that various
sacred relics, including stones, were commonly concealed with hidden books. Among the many ancient records that were hidden in hill
or mountain repositories are the famous Dead Sea Scrolls, recovered
from caves in cliffs above the sea. Tvedtnes also documents the widespread practice of inscribing records on metal plates, especially on
gold plates because of gold's unusual durability.
The book includes two valuable essays that appear as appendixes,
one by Steven W. Booras and the other by Tvedtnes himself. The
Booras piece, based on an earlier lecture, is titled "The Book of Mormon and the Apocalypse of Paul." Booras shows the similarities-and
differences-between
Paul's apocalyptic vision, purportedly recorded
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by Paul and preserved in hiding for later generations, and Joseph
Smith's account of the angel Moroni's appearances to him in regard
to the plates buried in the Hill Cumorah. Paul's record, incidentally,
was not discovered until 1843, and it was not published until 1866.
Another such record was the Apocalypse of Stephen.
The Tvedtnes piece, titled "Glowing Stones in Ancient and Medieval Lore," expands on his essay previously published in the Journal of
Book of Mormon Studies 6/2 (1997). It is an exhaustive and persuasive
treatise on a subject that has long been a stumbling block for some
readers of the Book of Mormon. It proves that the Jaredites' use of
glowing stones to light their enclosed vessels was one incident of
many, both factual and folkloric, in which stones with amazing properties were used anciently to illuminate dark interiors. Tvedtnes also
mentions the use of stones as sources of spiritual and intellectual
enlightenment.

AN ANALYSIS FROM A TEACHER'S

PERSPECTIVE

Joseph A. Jenkins

or many years and by many prophets, we have been instructed
to study the Book of Mormon in order to gain a testimony of its
divinity-its
doctrine and its truthfulness. This testimony comes
from dedicated personal study, spiritual pondering, and mighty prayer.
In other words, we must read the word of God, try to understand its
meaning, and then make personal application in our lives. In September 2001, Elder Henry B. Eyring, in an address to Church Educational System instructors, admonished them to teach the doctrine of
Jesus Christ and make it so clear and simple that it would sink deep
into the hearts of their students.

F

I believe there are two significant and distinctive approaches to
understanding and gaining a testimony of the Book of Mormon. The
first, and most important, is to study and ponder the "word" as it is
written and personally interpreted by the Holy Ghost. The second is
to study the "evidences" or facts and interpretive data that would lead
one to conclude from the circumstances that the Book of Mormon is
true. The book Charting the Book of Mormon seems to take the latter
approach. However, I did not see anything that would suggest from
-
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Review of John W. Welch and J. Gregory Welch. Charting the Book
of Mormon. Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1999. 177 charts, with scripture
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the authors that the approaches must be exclusive, but, rather, perhaps that the latter would significantly enhance the former.
In reading and studying this book, I found many charts, particularly in the beginning of the book, that helped immensely in understanding the Book of Mormon and its doctrine. However, as the
book progresses, several charts seemed to add only a limited spiritual
understanding of the Book of Mormon (see, for example, chart 112,
"The Utility of the Onti and Limnah"; chart 140, "Ancient Steel Weapons"; and some others). In addition, some inferences in some of the
charts are difficult to substantiate and therefore could leave the less
sophisticated student with some difficulties (for example, chart 116,
"Did Lehi Organize His Posterity into Seven Tribes?" and some of the
charts in the geographic section).
All in all, I found the book to be interesting and somewhat informative. As is the case with all books or articles that are adjunct to
the scriptures themselves, Charting the Book of Mormon is capable of
adding insight and understanding but must always be subordinate to
the word of the Lord that is contained in the scriptures.

MORMON

ANTI - INTELLECTUALISM:

A REPLY

Davis Bitton

ore than thirty-five years ago, a young professor named Bitton
wrote an indictment entitled "Anti-Intellectualism in Mormon
History." A BYU historian, James B. Allen, bravely tried to soften the
blow by citing a few counterexamples, but he was far too polite. Apparently it is up to a seasoned scholar like myself to give upstart Bitton
his comeuppance. The poor soul was clearly in over his head.
He made the nineteenth century sound like a Mormon intellectual's utopia. He was anxious to show how nineteenth-century Mormonism could be perceived to be on the cutting edge in its cosmology
and theology. Then, apparently striving for a bold thesis, he delivered
a series of intellectual body blows that left many of the Mormon claims
looking quaint but absurd.
At one point Bitton praised the anticapitalism of some Mormon
speakers of the past century. Some of their ideas (one supposes he was
thinking of the law of consecration and various denunciations of unequal wealth distribution) he thought "closer to Saint-Simon than to
Adam Smith" (p. 118). One suspects that the young professor, not long
out of graduate school, head filled with Keynesianism and the social
protest of recent American history, was searching for precedents in
his Mormon past. If he had not been biblically illiterate, he might
have cited the prophets to better effect.

M
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In describing the General Authorities of the church, he pretended
to be ever so restrained. They were, he said, "highly business oriented,"
"conservative in fiscal and economic policy," and, unkindest cut of
all, "predominantly Republican." How generous of him to allow that
they were also "capable, efficient, and hard-working" and possessed
of faith and devotion (pp. 123-24)! With his mind-set, how could he
ever be satisfied? Did he want the leadership of the church to be
made up of nonachievers, of those who had demonstrated no loyalty
or leadership capacity-of
flower children, for heaven's sake? He
wrote this article in the 1960s. One has to wonder what was going
through his head.
Adopting the condescending stance of the satirist, Bitton twitted
twentieth-century church leaders who were alarmed by '''the revolution in manners and morals'" (p. 127) during and following World
War 1. Thus he cast them as stolid, hidebound, and rather obtuse. I
may be unfair to the young professor, for he does not say this. To
Bitton's credit, he recognized why the key intellectuals of the twentieth century would appear suspicious to church leaders. Freud, Boas,
Veblen, Dewey, the jurists Pound and Brandeis-understandably
the
prophets would not be sympathetic to the presuppositions of these
leaders of thought. But Bitton implied that the fears were ill-founded,
emanating from a poorly educated "booboisie." The Latter-day Saint
leaders were judged guilty by association.
Blurring distinctions, Bitton could not refrain from offering his
critical evaluation of Mormon cultural achievement. He quoted from
the exaggerated lampooning of Utah by Bernard de Voto (who had
his own ambivalent psychological relationship with his native state),
tossed a bone to his people by conceding "at least one or two" (p. 130)
of more than local reputation in several areas, and vented his spleen
in a vitriolic catalog of horrors. The chutzpah of the evaluator is
staggering. Standing on a high pinnacle, this thirty-six year old from
Idaho surveyed the terrain and, generalizing without fear, pronounced
judgments on everything from sermons to politics.
Of course, Bitton should not be faulted for being unaware of what
has happened during the past thirty years. Writing in 1966, he was
unable to benefit from monographs on Mormon music by Michael
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Hicks; literature by Eugene England, Richard Cracroft, and Neal Lambert; and art by Richard Oman, Robert Davis, and Robert Olpin, to
cite only a few among many. The relationship between Mormonism
and science, which Bitton sought to clarify by pointing out the dated
presuppositions of writers like James E. Talmage, had not yet been
elucidated by Duane Jefferys and Erich Robert Paul. Had such scholarship been available to him, Bitton might have been less inclined to
denigrate in simple terms the achievements of his people.
Writing in the mid-1960s, Bitton could not foresee the fecundity
of Mormon literature in the final generation of the twentieth century, the increase in the quantity and quality of biographical writing,
the numerous contributions in sociology and other disciplines, an
exciting efflorescence in the visual arts in places like Haiti and Indonesia, and a bubbling cauldron of significant, sometimes controversial historical writing-not
what we would expect from what Bernard
de Yoto might have called "the Sahara of the Great Basin."
It takes a historian of greater maturity and wisdom, such as myselt~to recognize the inadequacy of young Bitton's history. The listing
of specifics that underlay his interpretation was selective. He had an
interpretation to prove and, by citing examples and placing a certain
"spin" on them, proved it while at the same time self-indulgently giving vent to his own anxieties and placating his own prejudices. The
lines of the "anti-intellectualism" thesis are firm and simple, but, lacking shading and coloration, the result is a caricature.
If Bitton thought he was objective, he was self-deluded. Perhaps
we should again be charitable by recognizing that he did not claim objectivity, and in a short article could not do justice to a vast subject like
the relationship of faith and intellect. What he could do, in the spirit of
dialogue, was to advance an interpretation and see how well it held up.
Someone should have taken him by the lapels and said, "Bitton,
my naive friend, it is not a question of either/or. Something as multifaceted as Mormonism across more than a century of time is neither
intellectual nor anti-intellectual. Repeat after me: it is both/and. With
that as your key, see if you can sort it out."
The young Bitton was not enough of a statesman to recognize
the need for genuine clarification of the issue. Nor did any of his
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respondents cut through to the great realities underlying Mormonism
(or any revealed religion) and its relationship to the surrounding culture. Questions of "intellectuality," or the church's attitude toward intellectual endeavor, did not begin in 1966. Nor did they end then.
Tension is inevitable. Faith does not claim, or need not claim, to be
intellectually respectable. For what, Tertullian asked, has Athens to
do with Jerusalem? (see p. 132). In writing to the Corinthians, Paul,
himself an intellectual, had earlier drawn the line between the gospel
and the wisdom of this world (see 1 Corinthians 1:20). But within
limits a salutary, mutually reinforcing (or mutually correcting) relationship can sometimes exist. It is this we seek where possible, and
this we have often enjoyed. "Within limits"-that
is the key.
The virtual takeover of academe by postmodernists could not be
foreseen in 1966, although in retrospect we now realize that preliminary skirmishes were taking place. It is hard for a wise and mature
senior scholar like myself to resist the temptation to fire sarcastic questions at young Bitton. Didn't he realize what would happen? But 1 refrain from such a cheap shot.
If we read Bitton's 1966 article carefully, we find that even then he
was not totally caught up in professorial narcissism. He acknowledged
the "frequent lack of balance and puerile hypersensitivity" of intellectuals (p. 133). He specifically spurned "setting up an intellectual elite
which scorns the faith that our parents have cherished" (p. 134). He
showed no desire for "a capitulation to the conclusions of Gentile
scholarship" (p. 134). What he sought to exorcise, rather clumsily, was
"unnecessary affronts" (p. 134)-which may not be an unworthy goal
even now.
If young Bitton's faith did not shine through, perhaps we should
give the greenie at least some credit. Even then, he knew that when all
is said and done it is a fool's bargain to rely on the arm of t1esh.

ApPROACH

TO JOHN GEE, GUIDE

JOSEPH

SMITH

TO THE

PAPYRI

Hugh W. Nibley

S

ince the beginning, the Pearl of Great Price has been waiting in
the wings, held in reserve for a special time. It would seem that
time is now, for within a decade of the publication of the Joseph Smith
Papyri in 1968 (after their rediscovery in 1967),1 strange and portentous things have happened.
In the first place, the study of Egyptology has undergone a sudden
change from Erman's withering contempt of the intellectual and religious preoccupations of the Egyptians to the so-called "New School,"
a band of Egyptologists, mostly in the north of Europe, who view the
Egyptians as both wise and honest in their rational quest for eternal
life. This shift was soon followed by an intense study of the Egyptian
Wisdom literature, brought on by the long-delayed recognition of
the peculiarly close association between the Wisdom of the Egyptians
and that of the Hebrews. This, in turn, created a lively debate as to
which came first, a debate which ended after several years with general agreement in favor of Egypt. Meantime, tensions and conflict between modern Israel and Ishmael carrying on the ancient feud have
put us into the picture-we are back where it all started.
It is interesting that Joseph Smith has given us two examples relevant to the subject: Both Abraham and Nephi were Hebrews, and yet
1. "New Light on Joseph Smith's Ancient Papyri," lmprovcmcllt

Era 71/2 (1968): 40-41.

Review of John Gee. A Guide to the Joseph Smith Papyri. Provo, Utah:
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both wrote in Egyptian;
posterity

"that should

both men wrote in the first person

come after them" to warn and to guide them.

Such was the very essence of the famous Egyptian Wisdom
The Book of Abraham
putting

emphasizes

the timing

the finger on our own time, after noting

"ought not to be revealed
Meantime,

for their

in the present

time"

literature.

of various

events,

that certain

things

(Fac. 2, figs. 9-11).

"If the world can find out these numbers,

so be it" (Fac. 2,

fig. 11). Finally, many passages "will be given in the own due time of
the Lord" (Fac. 2, figs. 12-21). And others are "to be had in the holy
temple of God" and "cannot be revealed unto the world" (Fac. 2, fig. 8).
Everything

is directed to the present

all this is going somewhere,

and things are coming together

And so before we take another
the essentials

brought

reader with a sense of urgency-

together

with us.

step, it would be wise to consult

by John Gee, who always gets to the

point and tells the reader exactly what he needs to know, before parties get confused,

pompous,

or contentious.

Really a must.

FAITH WITHOUT

CARICATURE?

Raymond Takashi Swenson

ormon America seeks to be a general introduction to all aspects
of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints from the
perspective of two "conventional Protestants":

M

A candid but nonpolemical overview written for nonMormons and Mormons alike, focusing on what is distinctive and culturally significant about this growing American
movement. If we have succeeded, the outsiders will find some
fascinating information and want to learn even more. And
the insiders will see themselves portrayed fairly while learning some things they would not have known otherwise. (p. xi)
In other words, the authors believe they know more than most members of the Church of Jesus Christ do about certain aspects of the
church, particularly its governance, its history, and its doctrines. This
"more intellectual than thou" attitude is pervasive throughout the
body of this work.
Richard Ostling is currently a religion writer for the Associated
Press; he was writing for Time when he coauthored the 4 August
1997 cover story "Mormons, Inc.," in which he tried to estimate the
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church's revenues. That analysis is updated here in a chapter of the
same title (p. 113). He holds master's degrees in both journalism and
religion. His wife, Joan Ostling, is the author of a comprehensive bibliography of books by and about C. S. Lewis, has master's degrees in
English and political science, and has also worked as a journalist.
Although this fact does not appear in their book, a review essay by
Richard John Neuhaus, editor in chief of the journal First Things,
notes that his good friends the Ostlings are evangelical Christians.l
Mormon America is very much like two books in one. The first
depicts individual Latter-day Saints "as a model minority, a hardworking people with more education than the American average,
deeply committed to church and family" (p. xxiv). When the authors
describe ordinary living Latter-day Saints, the picture comes across as
factual, reportorial, and free of polemical bias, although their portrayal does not provide any deep insight into the personal beliefs of
their subjects or the role that scripture study, prayer, and the witness
of the Holy Ghost have had in establishing their convictions. The
Saints are portrayed as people who would be good neighbors to anyone. The writing in these parts of the book (such as "Some Latter-day
Stars," p. 130) is chatty, witty, and superficial, in the style of an article
from (surprise!) Time, but the Ostlings give no explanation for the
reason Latter-day Saints like to hear all those general conference talks
that are "routine, even banal" (p. 202) and all the sacrament meeting
talks that are so bad that "even a mediocre Protestant preacher is
bound to present better Sunday sermons than the ward talks from
Mormonism's lay amateurs" (p. 384), presumably including bishops
and high councilors.
Yet in the second part, when the Ostlings begin to discuss the
church's doctrines, its history, and its leaders, they paint a landscape
that, to a knowledgeable Latter-day Saint, is selective with a bias toward the sensational.
I.
97-102.
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Clones of Quinn
It is clear that the authors' views on religion led them to rely extensively on D. Michael Quinn and his writings for their understanding of Latter-day Saint issues and history, a choice that will likely be
viewed as unfortunate by many readers of the Review.2 Their citations of Quinn and his works appear throughout their book. They
load praise on him as their ideal of what a Mormon intellectual
should be. "D. Michael Quinn would be an example of a 'new Mormon history' scholar who attempts to combine the goal of objective
scholarship and candor with taking faith claims seriously" (p. 416).
Quinn is one of the "best and brightest, ... a brilliant analyst"
(p. 383), a "male sympathizer" of feminists (p. 364), and "the most
important scholar" among six excommunicated in 1993 (p. 357);
they even award him the alliterative title of "the historian of the hierarchy" (p. 381).
The Ostlings use Quinn to chastise "traditional Mormon apologists" for not recognizing that "there is ... such a thing as simple
honesty among scholars" (p. 251). A persistent reader would therefore be surprised to find the Ostlings' uncomfortable and tardy acknowledgment in an endnote at the very end of their book that they
have failed to tell us up front that their star witness, Quinn, has been
openly homosexual since 1996, "but that issue played no part in his
years of difficulty with LOS officials. He took no leadership role in
the Mormon homosexual movement, but has published a book about
the history of same-sex behavior among Mormons" (p. 427). One
wonders how the Ostlings determined that Quinn's previously hidden homosexuality played no role in his attitude toward the church
and its leaders, or how it is not "taking a leadership role" to write a
book that claims that homosexuality was previously accepted among
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Latter-day Saints. Certainly they must know that this fact will undercut Quinn's credibility as an objective scholar of religion among
many of their readers, both members of the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints and nonmembers who take seriously biblical
teachings on sexual morality. The Ostlings clearly identify themselves
as scholars, but where is that "simple honesty"?
The Ostlings follow Quinn's lead in chapters on polygamy ("Polygamy Then and Now," p. 56), temple rituals ("Rituals Sacred and
Secret," p. 184), the Church Educational System ("Saintly Indoctrination," p. 220), church history ("Faithful History," p. 238), the Book
of Mormon ("The Gold Bible;' p. 259), the Pearl of Great Price ("Discovering 'Plain and Precious Things,'" p. 278), and Mormon intellectuals ("Dissenters and Exiles," p. 351). Repeatedly the Ostlings accuse
the church "hierarchy" of a strong anti-intellectual bias and active
suppression of information about the church's history, its leaders (especially Joseph Smith), and its distinctive books of scripture. The real
bogeyman of Mormon America is Boyd K. Packer, Acting President of
the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, "the most doctrinaire of today's
apostles and the most likely to enforce an even harder party line"
(p. 381), whose position as second in line to become president of the
church is cited with foreboding.
Most of the apostles are only mentioned in the very last endnote
of the book (pp. 430-31), with one-sentence biographies. Somewhat
more attention is given to Elder Dallin Oaks, "a true intellectual, a
rarity among the Apostles" (p. 231). One wonders what the Ostlings'
definition of an "intellectual" is, in view of the fact that they themselves report that Russell Nelson has a Ph.D. as well as an M.D.; that
Jeffrey Holland has a Ph.D. from Yale and Henry Eyring a Ph.D. from
Harvard; that Neal Maxwell was a professor of political science; that
Robert Hales earned a Harvard MBA, Richard Scott an engineering
degree emphasizing nuclear reactors, and James Faust a J.D. The authors disparagingly note that President Packer has only a "less academically rigorous Ed. D." degree instead of a Ph. D. (p. 381). Since
Elder Maxwell's many books occupy shelf space in every Deseret
Book outlet, one wonders how the Ostlings missed his status as an
articulate and educated author, which resulted in his being inter-
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viewed for the PBS television series Searching for God in America. But
such inconvenient facts would undercut their thesis of an innate antiintellectualism and narrow worldview among the church's leaders.
In their introduction, the Ostlings claim, "This is a real faith and
must be understood in those terms, without caricature" (p. xxvi).
Despite these stated good intentions, like most modern American
journalism, Mormon America uses the reportorial shorthand of stereotypes to tell its readers how they should view the subjects of its presentation. Like a Japanese Kabuki play or a B-grade Hollywood Western
movie, the Ostlings tell us clearly who are the dupes, villains, and heroes of their story. The ordinary, unquestioning Latter-day Saint is
fed strange doctrinal teachings that have never been properly tested
through examination by credentialed theological scholars. They get
this feeding through their weekly Sunday meetings and through
Brigham Young University and the Church Educational System's
seminaries and institutes of religion. True information about the
doctrines and history of the church, as well as its financial activities,
is actively censored by a hierarchy made up of businessmen, whose
goal is to ensure that the church is a growing and financially strong
institution. The intellectuals who are in, or who have been excommunicated from, the church are fighting a constant battle against the
First Presidency and the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles to get the
truth out to the members at large.
If this assessment of the Ostlings' thesis seems harsh, I would cite in
my defense the conclusions drawn from their book by Father Richard
John Neuhaus, who was prompted to feature Mormon America in his
monthly "Continuing Survey of Religion and Public Life" in First
Things, a journal that advocates the propriety of religious voices
being heard on issues of public policy. His essay was entitled "Is
Mormonism Christian?" following the Ostlings' chapter titled "Are
Mormons Christian? Are Non-Mormons Christian?" (p. 315). Unsurprisingly, following the lead of the Ostlings, Neuhaus answers no. He
says that
In the conventional version controlled by LOS authorities,
[the church] is true if you believe it is true. Thus is the back
door shut against potentially subversive reason ....
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There is, moreover, a corrosive tradition of make-believe
in the LDS, such as the claim that Joseph Smith translated
the Book of Abraham .... The sanitized story of Mormonism
promoted by the LOS tries to hide so much that cannot be hidden .... And how, except by a practiced schizophrenia, can
LOS biblical scholars engage with other scholars if they are
required to give credence to ... Smith's "translation" (i.e., rewriting) of the King James Bible? There is a ... history of LOS
leadership in backstopping secretiveness with mendacity.3
While these words are grating to church members' ears, they are the
perceptions of a distinguished Catholic scholar about the message
triumphantly announced in Mormon America.
Recognizing the harshness of his critique, Neuhaus justifies himself by asserting that the Latter-day Saints "are no longer an exotic
minority that is, by virtue of minority status, exempt from critical
examination and challenge;'4 paraphrasing the Ostlings, who cite Jan
Shipps's statement that "Mormonism can no longer employ special
pleading for itself as a protected minority" (p. xxvi) and that "a
church that has millions of adherents loses 'the protection of minority religious status.'5 But the thin-skinned and image-conscious
Mormons can still display some immature, isolationist, and defensive
reactions to outsiders, perhaps because there is no substantive debate
and no 'loyal opposition' within their kingdom" (p. 376). Neither
Neuhaus nor the Ostlings identify when this golden age of "no piling
on the Mormons" occurred (perhaps I missed it when I was on my
mission in Japan and couldn't read Time magazine), but they make it
clear that it is now open season on Latter-day Saints and their beliefs.
We Latter-day Saints just don't know how to take constructive criticism. "The FARMS team is particularly shrill in its rhetoric, an odd
pose for an organization that seeks to win intellectual respectability
for the church" (p. 376).
3.
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Intellectuals, Arise!
Both the Ostlings and Neuhaus find the only hope for truth and
enlightenment in Mormonism among the intellectuals, who are all
critical of the church and live under constant threat of excommunication for applying scholarly methods to their study of Latter-day
Saint history and doctrine ("Dissenters and Exiles," p. 351). "Over the
next century and more, those who are now the 'dissidents and exiles'
may become the leaders in forging, despite the formidable obstacles,
a rapprochement with historic Christianity."6
Neuhaus's essay prompted a strong reaction from many Latterday Saint readers of First Things,? nine of whose letters were published in the June/July 2000 issue. He responded, "I am now inclined
to think that my essay, like the Ostling book (Mormon America) that
I cited favorably, overestimated the degree to which Mormon intellectuals who explore difficult and sometimes embarrassing questions
are viewed by the LDS as 'dissenters and exiles.' There are academics
and others in very good standing who are wrestling with these questions and are eager for dialogue with (other?) Christians."8
In fact, the Ostlings almost ignore the existence of qualified
scholars at Brigham Young University and FARMS. "Very few Mormons are fully credentialed in scriptural studies, ancient languages,
and related critical studies .... When Mormons step outside [their]
enclosure, they tread on thin ice" (p. 268). In the chapter on the Book
of Mormon, virtually the only products of pro-Latter-day Saint scholarship that are mentioned appear in a single paragraph that reads, in
its entirety, as follows:
Emphasis is currently being placed on studies that attempt to show that the Book of Mormon had many writers

rather than just one (that is, Joseph Smith). The work includes wordprint analysis, which aims to show that different
patterns of word usage prove different authors. Another
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approach is the study of chiasmus by John W. Welch, a BYU
law professor [his other credentials are omitted] who is on
the board of FARMS and is editor-in-chief of BYU Studies.
Chiasmus is the use of parallel phrases repeated with some
reversals, seen frequently in the Bible. Welch argues that these
complexities [found in the Book of Mormon] imply ancient
authorship. The extensive scholarship of BYU's Hugh Nibley
over the years has emphasized parallels between the Book of
Mormon and ancient Near Eastern culture and language.
The aim of Nibley's work is to provide evidence for Book of
Mormon cultural materials that were not known in Joseph
Smith's time. His extensive scholarship has included study
of the Book of Mormon in relation to ancient names, geographic detail, and military, social, and political institutions.
(pp. 274-75, emphasis added)
Note that the Ostlings repeatedly talk about "attempts" and
"aims" and "study," without admitting that either Welch or Nibley
ever asserts that he has reached any conclusions after undertaking his
"studies." The fact that chiasmus actually appears in the Book of
Mormon, or that some names in the Book of Mormon have Egyptian
cognates, is not even mentioned. The picture drawn is of a couple of
Latter-day Saint scholars valiantly but hopelessly straining to find
some evidence to support the Book of Mormon, without success.
The only books the Ostlings cite that have been produced in the last
fifty years by any pro-church scholars on the Book of Mormon are
Book of Mormon
Origins,9
Mormons
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outlet could find most of FARMS's published books, is a deliberate
distortion of the facts.
This is the Ostlings' pattern throughout their book. They cite
only Latter-day Saint doctrines and beliefs sufficiently to create a
straw man for their non-Latter-day
Saint critics to shoot at, at
length. Hardly any quotations from the Book of Mormon itself appear, except for passages that mention polygamy (p. 66); even there
the Ostlings quote the rule in Jacob 2:27 but pointedly omit the exception in verse 30. All the reader hears from the Book of Mormon is
a paraphrase of the most basic outlines of the story, without any
sense of the strong message of Christ and his atonement. They quote
the testimony of Daniel Peterson of the Book of Mormon (p. 277)
without anywhere quoting Moroni 10:3-5 or noting its importance
to Latter-day Saint conversion.
The Ostlings show no awareness of the facts reported by evangelical scholars Carl Mosser and Paul Owen in their article "Mormon
Scholarship, Apologetics, and Evangelical Neglect: Losing the Battle
and Not Knowing It?"12Mosser and Owen note that the hope of critics of the church that liberal Mormon intellectuals will alter the
church's distinctive doctrines through exposing their unscholarly underpinnings is a myth, and that "Currently there are ... no books
from an evangelical perspective that responsibly interact with contemporary LDS scholarly and apologetic writings .... Many of the
authors promote criticisms that have long been refuted." 13 That accurately describes Mormon America as well.
Manipulating the Truth
Given the Ostlings' call for the honest treatment of church history and doctrine, I hope it is not discourteous to point out their
shortcomings in this regard. A knowledgeable Latter-day Saint reader
will note some obvious errors and distortions. Lucy Mack Smith's
12.

Carl Mosser and Paul Owen, "Mormon
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account of how Joseph Smith Jr. would discuss with his family the
Nephites and Lamanites is transposed backward in time by the
Ostlings, from after Moroni's visit to a time before the first vision
(p. 24) in an effort to show that Joseph was speculating wildly about
Indian origins before he got the idea for the Book of Mormon. The
authors first observe "Joseph Jr.'s youthful fascination with Indians"
and that "Joseph was also obviously a highly imaginative and intelligent young boy, interested in the Indian culture hinted at by the burial mounds in the area" (p. 23). After they quote Lucy's story, they
then discuss Joseph's first vision at age fourteen and his vision of
Moroni at age seventeen. Yet the full text of Lucy's account confirms
that the "family home evening" took place when Joseph was "eighteen years of age," after seeing the record and meeting with Moroni.14
According to the OstIings, the Book of Mormon "tells about the Lamanites, Native Americans who are considered by Mormons to be part
of the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel" (p. xix).
The OstIings seem to be particularly confused about the witnesses to the Book of Mormon. They first declare that "Of the eleven
official witnesses who testified that they saw the Book of Mormon's
golden plates ... [0] nly Smith's own father and two brothers remained steadfast in their commitment" (p. 12). Later, in contrast,
they claim that "to the end of their lives, none of them [the witnesses
to the Book of Mormon] disavowed their written testimonies even
though most broke with Smith's church" (p. 266). But then they cite
"conflicting reports" that the witnesses never saw the actual plates
(p. 267) before admitting that David Whitmer "always maintained
his Book of Mormon testimony" (p. 288). The OstIings quote neither
the official testimonies nor any of the later affirmations of the witnesses (lest they be too unequivocal?).
The authors' attempts to show church manipulation of history
go to ridiculous lengths. They claim that the text for a BYU church
history course, Religion 341-43, "devotes four pages to the Haun's
14.
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Mill Massacre of 1838," while "by contrast, the Mountain Meadows
Massacre of 1857" is only "described in two pages" (p. 230). Even if
we were to agree with the Ostlings' belief that the length of each passage has any relationship to its assigned significance in church history, the actual textbook reveals that the Haun's Mill discussion pages
have photographs, but the material contains only about twenty-one
column inches of textl5 versus approximately fifteen column inches
used to describe the Mountain Meadows Massacre.16 The Ostlings
maintain that the text omits the fact that John D. Lee, "executed
twenty years later for the crime ... , was made the scapegoat" (p. 230),
while in actuality the text says, "John D. Lee, a key participant, but
certainly not the only officer responsible for the deed, was the only
Latter-day Saint indicted .... Lee was finally convicted in September
1876 and a year later was taken by federal officials to the area of
Mountain Meadows and executed." 17 Since the authors claim to have
made a close reading of the textbook, these sensationalized misrepresentations can only be intentional.
In their discussion of distinctive Latter-day Saint doctrines on
the nature of God and the meaning of salvation, they deliberately devalue the argument made by Stephen Robinson in Are Mormons
Christians?18 that the doctrine of theosis-that
full salvation consists
of men becoming godlike-is a recognized part of both Mormonism
and orthodox Christianity. The Ostlings fail to quote any of the passages cited at length by Robinson lY and instead quote orthodox and
other scholars on the difference between the orthodox and Latter-day
Saint concepts of God (p. 310). They change the subject because
here, in this instance, clear traditional Christian teachings (albeit not
Catholic or Protestant) uphold a Latter-day Saint doctrine they want
to criticize.
is.
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The Ostlings have a hard time giving credence to the term antiMormon as applied to professional critics of the church (pp. 345-50);
they have almost nothing negative to say about them, their tactics,
and their distortions. In fact, they have high praise for Jerald and
Sandra Tanner, claiming that they "gained credibility in 1984 by early
proclaiming Mark Hofmann's Martin Harris 'salamander letter' to be
a phony ....
Jerald astutely spotted the fraud, even as the LDS
Church's experts were judging the document to be genuine. The
Tanners were bold and honest enough to expose Hofmann's forgery
immediately" (p. 348). However, a check of the record in Linda Sillitoe and Allen Roberts's Salamander: The Story of the Mormon Forgery
Murders, clarifies that the Tanners were at first supportive of Hofmann's supposed recovery of various historical documents,20 that
Jerald "expressed doubts about the letter's authenticity" because of its
close parallels to E. D. Howe's Mormonism Unvailed,21 and that Hofmann told Sandra Tanner that "You, of all people, should not be attacking this letter."22 The Ostlings have, 1984-like, transformed the
Tanners' suspicion that some unknown person had forged the letter,
possibly at an indeterminate time in the past consistent with the apparent age of the document and based solely on textual comparisons,
into an unequivocal proclamation that the letter was a modern forgery
created by Hofmann himself. The Ostlings omit any mention of efforts by Latter-day Saint historians to authenticate the document and
do not credit the church with being "bold and honest enough" to publish in its own periodicals a document that could be used to criticize
its official history.23

20. Linda Sillitoe and Allen Roberts, Salamander: The Story of the Mormon Forgery
Murders (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1988),233,243,254.
21.
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22.
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This Is as Good as It Gets
can be read to provide insight into how even
well-educated and well-meaning Christians can deceive themselves
into believing that they are being objective when they report on the
church and its beliefs. The fact that the book is displayed prominently at the downtown Salt Lake City Oeseret Book undercuts the
Ostlings' central thesis, alleging that the church and its institutions
try to suppress criticism and questions. The book is not an accurate
summary of Mormonism for Latter-day Saints, and it will seriously
mislead non-Latter-day Saints. If Mormon America "is probably as
thorough and fair a treatment of the LOS by outsiders as they are
likely to get,"24we Latter-day Saints can only depend on ourselves to
get the truth out about the church, its doctrines, and the scholarly
evidence supporting our faith.
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THE PERVASIVENESS
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THOUGHT

Darren T Roulstone

Introduction

W

ith the number of temples of the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints growing rapidly worldwide (as of this writing,
103 have been dedicated, with almost half of the dedications taking
place in the last three years), members of the Church of Jesus Christ
are increasingly being asked the questions "What is a temple?" and
"Why are they so important to your faith?" While temples are seen as
a distinctive feature of the restoration, Latter-day Saints view temple
worship as continuing a pattern begun "in the beginning" and continuing on through New Testament and Book of Mormon times. Indeed, although discussion of the apostasy by Latter-day Saints usually focuses on the question "Why did revelation cease after the death
of the apostles?" a related and equally important question is "Why did
temple worship cease as well?"
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In this review I will examine two books that illustrate the rich history of temple worship. The Temple in Time and Eternity, edited by
Donald W. Parry and Stephen D. Ricks, is a companion work to Temples
of the Ancient World and marks the second volume in the series
Temples through the Ages. The Gate of Heaven is by Matthew B. Brown,
who earlier coauthored Symbols in Stone: Symbolism on the Early
Temples of the Restoration. Both of these books are informative and
well researched and clarify the importance of the temple in religious
thought and history. While mostly aimed at members of the Church
of Jesus Christ, the books are also helpful to friends and associates
interested in learning more about the religious and historical background of Latter-day Saint temple worship.
The Temple in Time and Eternity
The Temple in Time and Eternity contains an introduction followed by eleven essays in three sections: "Temple and Ritual;' "Temples
in the Israelite Tradition;' and "Temples in the Non-Israelite Tradition." The introduction contains several quotations from ancient
sources on the importance of the temple, among them the following:
"A midrash concerning Abraham explains that God offered the entire
world to Abraham, but the patriarch responded by saying, 'Unless
you give to me a temple ... , you have given me nothing' (Exodus
Rabbah 15:8)" (p. x).
The idea that the temple is essential to create meaning in this
world runs through Hugh W. Nibley's "Abraham's Temple Drama."
His essay is based on a presentation made for the Book of Abraham
Lecture Series and is vintage Nibley: wide-ranging, fast-moving, and
full of quotations and references linking ancient beliefs with doctrines and practices of the restoration. While Nibley focuses a bit
more on Abraham than the temple, he presents a vivid discussion of
temple ordinances as part of a drama that teaches us about reality.
The temple reminds us that this world (as real as it is) is only a
preparation for another world. In temple ordinances (literally presented as a play or a movie, depending on which temple you attend),
we see the preparations for this world, learn the requirements for our
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roles in it, and are "walked through" the path to our ultimate destination. Nibley's contribution is followed by Stephen D. Ricks's "Oaths
and Oath Taking in the Old Testament," which describes the manner
of taking oaths-a subject linked to the temple's emphasis on making covenants. In a broader context, the emphasis on covenants is a
distinctive feature of Latter-day Saint ordinances both within and
without the temple.
Other essays in the book include two by John A. Tvedtnes: "Baptism for the Dead in Early Christianity" and "Temple Prayer in Ancient Times." The first provides dozens of references to the practice
of baptism for the dead among early Christians. The essay makes
clear that some early Christian groups practiced baptism of living
proxies on behalf of the deceased and understood this concept as
part of Christ's ministry to those who died without having received
the gospel in this life. To those who are not members of the Church
of Jesus Christ, work for the dead is a most striking (and often baffling) aspect of Latter-day Saint temple worship. This essay makes it
clear that such work is not as foreign to historical Christianity as
many assume.
Tvedtnes's second article surveys the practice of prayer in ancient
and modern temples. Again, the striking similarities between ancient
and Latter-day Saint temple worship provide evidence supporting
the view that Joseph Smith's introduction of temple worship was,
truly, a restoration of forms of worship practiced in the past by followers of God. This evidence of the consistency of the gospel throughout the ages is particularly appealing to members of the Church of
Jesus Christ, who see all forms of worship (from the Garden of Eden
to the present dispensation) as part of our Heavenly Father's plan of
salvation, a plan centered on the life and mission of the Lord Jesus
Christ. Tvedtnes closes his second essay with these words, "From the
preceding discussion, we can see that ancient temple prayer was a
symbol of Christ. ... Everything points to the Savior" (p. 70).
The second section begins with Richard o. Cowan's perspective on
gospel consistency in "Sacred Temples Ancient and Modern." He quotes
Elder John A. Widstoe: "All people of all ages have had temples in one
form or another" (p. 99). Cowan, quoting Nibley, discusses the concept
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of temples as "meeting places at which men at specific times attempted
to make contact with the powers above" (p. 100) and gives several examples such as Mesopotamian ziggurats, Jacob's vision at Bethel,
Moses' tabernacle, and Solomon's temple. While it is not always clear
what ordinances were performed in ancient temples, Cowan notes
the following practices associated with ancient temple worship: personal purity as a requirement for entrance to a temple, washing with
water and anointing with oil, participants dressing in white clothing,
instructions on how to return to God's presence, temple prayer, and
eternal marriage. Cowan concludes with a look at the restoration of
temple worship in this dispensation, including the endowment, sealings, and work for the dead.
Richard D. Draper and Donald W. Parry contribute a fascinating
discussion of the use of temple imagery in the Bible. In "Seven Promises to Those Who Overcome: Aspects of Genesis 2-3 in the Seven
Letters," they demonstrate how temple imagery in Genesis 2-3 is
used by John in his addresses to the seven churches (Revelation 2-3).
For example, while Adam and Eve were kept from the tree of life
(Genesis 3:22-24), those who overcome the world (the elect) are
promised they will partake of the fruit "of the tree of life, which is in
the midst of the paradise of God" (Revelation 2:7). The authors note,
"By overcoming the world, church members could return to life, but
they first had to reach the tree, which was in the midst of sacred space.
For the modern Saint to get to the tree, he or she must first visit the
temple and partake of its glorious ordinances" (p. 128). Other temple
parallels between Genesis and Revelation include God's granting dominion to man (Genesis 1:28 and Revelation 2:26), sacred clothing
(Genesis 3:21 and Revelation 3:5), and receiving names (Genesis 2:23;
3:20; 5:2; and Revelation 2: 17).
The final two compositions of the second section represent the
eclectic nature of this collection. In a modern setting, Alan K. Parrish
discusses the importance of the temple by focusing on the devotion
to the temple shown by Elder John A. Widtsoe of the Quorum of the
Twelve. Examining Widtsoe's testimony of temple work and genealogy,
Parrish remarks, "That modern temple work rose to such prominence
amid the strains of his demanding life is compelling evidence of his
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conversion to it" (p. 144). As he reviews Widtsoe's labors on behalf of
temple work, Parrish emphasizes the great importance of such work
and the need for Latter-day Saints to strengthen and act on their testimonies of it. Thomas R. Valletta contrasts the priesthood of God,
"rooted in keeping sacred covenants centered in the temple" (p. 183),
with the order of Nehor as described in the book of Alma.
The final section of the book discusses temple worship outside
the Israelite tradition. I found this section to be more difficult to read
because its three selections deal with ideas somewhat removed from
Latter-day Saint temple worship. In particular, John Gee's "The Keeper
of the Gate" is a challenging read. That said, the concept of nonIsraelite temples reminds us of the importance of the temple in religious thought, an idea also discussed in Nibley's opening essay. To
see temple designs, symbols, and images in these contexts reminds us
that the gospel was taught to Adam and Eve in the beginning but was
constantly corrupted or lost through time with only traces of the original truths surviving among the peoples of the world. In this regard,
E. Jan Wilson's essay, "Inside a Sumerian Temple," provides fascinating
information regarding the earliest recorded temple worship and its
relation to biblical history and the Book of Abraham. Similarly, Gaye
Strathearn and Brian M. Hauglid document temple aspects of the
Great Mosque of Mecca. It is a striking form of "historical ecumenicalism" to see the role of the temple in Judaism, Islam, and Christianity.
The Gate of Heaven
According to the introduction to this book, its purpose is to answer
questions regarding the use of symbolism in temples both ancient
and modern. The outline of the book covers the concept of the temple
from premortal planning to the latter-day temple work of this dispensation. While all eight chapters provide interesting reading, two
stood out for me.
Chapter 5, "Early Christians and the House of the Lord," examines the Temple of Herod, which stood during the Savior's ministry.
Brown relates the symbols of this temple to descriptions of the Savior
and his ministry. Noting that most Christian faiths teach that the
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Savior rejected the temple and temple worship, he answers several
questions regarding this issue, including the following three:
Did Jesus Christ and his disciples reject and abandon the temple?
Brown points out that the Savior referred to the temple as "my Father's house" (John 2:16; 14:2) and taught "daily" there (Luke 19:47). After
his ascension, his disciples were found "continually in the temple,
praising and blessing God" (Luke 24:53). As Brown declares, "The
earliest Christians ... only stopped worshipping and teaching [in the
temple 1 when they were literally thrown out of its hallowed halls by
their enemies" (p. 170).
Did Jesus Christ signal the end of temple worship when he drove the
sacrificial animals from the temple courts during his ministry? Brown
points out that the Savior's actions were designed to purify the temple,
not to destroy it. Further, "there is no statement in the Bible confirming
that [the end of temple worship J was the Lord's intention" (p. 171).
Did Christ's atonement nullify the need for all temple ordinances?
While the Savior's atonement fulfilled the law of Moses, Brown reminds us that temple and priesthood ordinances predate this law.
Thus the end of the law was not the end of temple worship.
The rest of this chapter discusses events and topics in the New
Testament that relate to temple worship. Brown reviews evidence
linking temple imagery, symbolism, and teachings to the Mount of
Transfiguration, the Sermon on the Mount, the Mount of Olives, the
day of Pentecost, the gathering, and the Savior's Forty-Day ministry.
This chapter reviews many items indicating that temple worship was
woven into the pattern of early Christian worship. Thus, as noted
earlier, Latter-day Saints appropriately view temple worship as part
of a restoration of primitive Christianity. I
Another impressive chapter is the seventh, "The Gate of Heaven,"
which deals with many of the implications of modern-day temple
work. In particular, the chapter recounts instances of church members
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who have received manifestations from the spirit world regarding the
need for temple work to be done. While the visitation of the founding fathers to Wilford Woodruff is well known, Brown provides several
examples of comparable events. An incident in the Cardston Alberta
Temple will convey the message contained in these experiences:
[The witness] stated that he saw the main corridor to the sealing room filled with people looking into the sealing room
and taking note as sealing ordinances were administered for
one person after another, in the relationship of wives to husbands or children to parents.
He said that he saw plainly as each person's work was
done he or she would shake hands with the people still waiting in the corridor and would apparently go away. When the
work in the sealing room was finished, he still saw very many
waiting in the corridor. They were apparently very much disappointed in knowing that the work was finished for the day
and no work was done for them.
This leads us to believe that a good many people in the
spirit world know just what is being done in the temple and
that when the work is not done for them, they are greatly
disappointed. (p. 268)
If we as members of the Church of Jesus Christ learn nothing else
from this book than the moral of the above story, we will have learned
much.
Other chapters in this book deal with temple concepts before the
time of Moses, the tabernacle built by Moses, Solomon's temple, the
restoration of temple worship in our day, and the need to "stand in holy
places." In addition, an appendix provides information about temple
ordinances and Freemasonry. Information on this topic is difficult to
obtain-especially
information from a Latter-day Saint perspective.
While not the final word on the subject, this appendix is a good start
to respond to those who have heard allegations that Joseph Smith
used Masonic rituals as the template for fabricated temple ordinances.
To sum up, the book is well written, beautifully illustrated, and a
wonderful resource for those wanting a detailed study of the temple.
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Clearly, the two books are very different. The Temple in Time and
Eternity is a collection of essays by multiple authors on a wide range
of narrow issues, including temple work outside of the "familiar"
Judeo-Christian tradition. The Gate of Heaven is a unified book by a
single author focusing on the history and symbolism of temple worship from a Latter-day Saint point of view. Perhaps it is inevitable
that I should feel more "inspired" after reading the latter book than
the former. In The Gate of Heaven, Matthew Brown is able to put a
glorious context around temple ordinances. One of the powers of the
temple is its ability to lift us up, to remind us of the real (celestial)
world we are preparing for in this temporary (telestial) one. Connecting modern-day temple worship and temple worship in the Old and
New Testaments reminds us of the heritage Latter-day Saints share
with God's people of all ages. (The essays by Nibley, Tvedtnes, and
Draper and Parry achieve a similar effect-hence
my preference for
section 1 of The Temple in Time and Eternity.) My final advice-read
both books and get the best of both worlds.
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with an appendix by Gordon C. Thomasson

Nibley treats Mormon scripture primarily through parallels.
While we need not pay any attention to those shallow critics
of Nibley who merely shout "Parallelomania," as if it were a
magical incantation, and reject his whole methodology and
corpus out of hand (drawing parallels is a necessary technique for any scholar; one must simply judge each parallel
separately to see what validity it offers-and
many of Nibley's parallels are convincing and valuable, while others are
less persuasive or informative)-this
technique requires
careful analysis of the passages to be compared.]
na recent issue of Dialogue, Douglas F. Salmon offers a foray into
the debate surrounding the historicity of unique Latter-day Saint
scriptures. His paper attempts to make two basic points. First, the

I

I would like to thank Louis Midgley, George Mitton,
and Daniel Peterson for helpful comments
1. 'Iodd Compton,

review of Lehi in the Desert, The World of the Jaredites, There Were

Jaredites; An Approach to the Book of Mormon;
Books on the Book of Mormon
but apparently

without

helpful introduction
---

---

Since Cumorah,

taking full consideration

----

by Hugh Nibley, Review of

1 (1989): 115. This passage is noted by Salmon (pp. 131-32),

to the strengths
-

John Gee, M. Gerald Bradford,

and suggestions.

of its significance.

and weaknesses

Compton's

essay is a

of Nibley's work.

---------------

Review of Douglas F. Salmon. "Parallelomania and the Study of
Latter-day Scripture: Confirmation, Coincidence, or the Collective
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search for parallels between LDS scripture and antiquity is methodologically flawed (pp. 130-45). Second, whatever seemingly authentic
parallels have been found are better explained by a Jungian collective
unconscious than by an authentic historical connection between LDS
scripture and antiquity (pp. 145-54). I find his arguments unconvincing. Although Salmon does not make an explicit claim (and I
may therefore be mistaken on the matter), I sense a corollary assumption that, while Latter-day Saint scriptures could perhaps be
called "inspired" in the Jungian sense that they reflect Joseph Smith's
"inspired" connection with the collective unconscious, they are not
"revealed" in the traditional sense that they represent authentic records of the Nephites, Enoch, or others.
Faulty Methodology Seeking Faulty Methodology
A fundamental problem with Salmon's paper is that he attempts
to demonstrate the failure of an entire methodology (the study of
parallels between purportedly ancient LDS scripture and other ancient writings) by attempting to demonstrate that Hugh Nibley, in a
single work written a quarter of a century ago, has allegedly made
half a dozen errors.2 As I will demonstrate below, Salmon is mistaken
about several of the errors he claims to have found. But even if he
were correct that Nibley is mistaken in all half a dozen cases, at best
this would demonstrate that Nibley is human and makes errors. Of
course all scholars make errors. This does not demonstrate that Nibley's entire thesis on Enoch is wrong since Salmon does not acknowledge, let alone begin to deal with, either Nibley's overall argument or
his strongest evidence. Suppose Nibley claimed to have discovered
fifty parallels between Enoch materials in the Book of Moses and ancient Enoch traditions. And suppose that Salmon conclusively demonstrated that half of these are not authentic parallels. Still, twentyfive parallels would remain unchallenged. More important, Salmon
2.

Hugh W. Nibley, "A Strange Thing in the Land," in E/loch the Prophet

City: Deseret

Book and FARMS, 1986), 89-301, which is a reprint

(Salt Lake

of a series of articles

entitled "A Strange Thing in the Land: The Return of the Book of Enoch," originally
lished in the E/lsig/l from October

1975 to August 1977.

pub-
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does not deal with Nibley's overall argument. Arguments are composed of multiple pieces of evidence and analysis. The demonstration that a few pieces of evidence are in error does not necessarily
mean that the argument as a whole is wrong, especially when multiple
pieces of evidence supporting the argument remain. Salmon has the
responsibility to demonstrate that the parallels he believes he has undermined are essential to Nibley's overall argument and therefore that
the argument is faulty. A critique must deal not only with errors of
fact, but also with broader analysis and arguments.
Furthermore, discovering errors in one of Nibley's books does not
demonstrate that all of Nibley's other books are equally unsound,
and it particularly fails to demonstrate that all works by all other
scholars supporting the historicity of unique Latter-day Saint scriptures are likewise methodologically flawed. Moreover, it certainly
does not demonstrate that the method of adducing parallels is inherently defective. The fact that someone uses a methodology incorrectly does not demonstrate that the methodology itself is flawed,
only that it was improperly used. If a doctor botches a heart surgery
and a patient suffers, it does not mean that the doctor has therefore
killed all his other patients, and it certainly should not lead us to
abandon heart surgery altogether.
Another serious error in the application of Salmon's theory is
that he fails to see he is wielding a double-edged sword. If the search
for ancient parallels with LOS scripture is methodologically flawed, is
the search for nineteenth-century parallels not also flawed? There are
actually two separate questions here: (1) Is the search for cultural and
literary parallels a useful (but not the only) method in attempting to
discover the original context of a document of uncertain provenance?
and (2) Does Nibley attempt to apply this method, and does he do so
properly? Salmon never clearly engages these questions. On the one
hand, he uses parallels to attempt to demonstrate that Joseph could
have obtained the idea of multiple worlds from his early nineteenthcentury environment (pp. 142-43). And finding parallels to the Book
of Abraham through a nineteenth-century
reading of the Bible
(pp. 144-45) seems to indicate he accepts the usefulness of this
method, at least in principle. On the other hand, he insists that "the
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use of parallels from apocryphal literature to prove the prophetic status of Joseph Smith is a misguided endeavor" that is "simply ill suited
for the task" (p. 155). Why searching for nineteenth-century parallels
should be "particularly interesting" (p. 142) but searching for ancient
parallels "misguided" (p. 155) is never explained.3 In fact, the method
of adducing parallels in an attempt to determine historical contextalthough it can certainly be abused-is a widely accepted methodology
used by scholars in a number of fields. For example, Mircea Eliade,
whom Salmon cites with favor in his paper (pp. 148-50), uses parallelism extensively in his highly regarded works on comparative religions. And parallelism is the foundation of Jungian archetypes, which
Salmon advocates (see section below, "Jung to the Rescue").
Rather than paying careful attention to the implications of the
"truly staggering" (p. 129) parallels that have been discovered by
Latter-day Saint scholars, Salmon is more concerned with continually raising the bar. Whenever a parallel is found to one characteristic
in LDS scripture, no matter how impressive, some critics always reply, "Yes, but there is no parallel to this other characteristic," as if this
somehow undermined the parallels that do exist. Salmon's treatment
of parallels between the Book of Abraham and ancient Abraham traditions is a case in point. After summarily dismissing a number of
"weak" parallels to ancient traditions about Abraham (pp. 144-45)without mentioning more than a dozen others that I find much
stronger4-he
writes, "what is missing here, and would indeed be
quite remarkable if found, is an ancient source that mentions the star
named 'Kolob' which is nearest to the throne of God" (p. 145).5 In
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fact, there is a possible reference in Jewish literature to a governing
star named KLB. In the Ethiopic Book of Enoch (J Enoch), we find
mention of stars which are "leaders" or governors of the year.6 One of
these is called in Ethiopic zlbs'l, transliterated Zelebsa'el.7 Now the
Ethiopic Book of Enoch derives ultimately from an Aramaic original,
and many of the star names in this book bear recognizable Aramaic
names: for example, Berke'el, "the Lightning of God," and Narel, the
"light of God."R However, the name Zelebsa'el makes no sense in
Aramaic, and according to Michael A. Knibb, the editor of the Ethiopic manuscript, "the form of this name [Zelebsa'el] would appear to
be corrupt."Y Otto Neugebauer agrees that there was probably "an
early mutilation of the manuscript."ID Indeed, there are several variant readings of this name in the various Ethiopic manuscripts. I I Is
there another possible reading of the Ethiopic Zelebsa'el that would
make sense in Aramaic? In Ethiopic, the letter za (II) bears a very
close resemblance to the letter ka (h); za has a small additional mark
on the upper right part of the letter. Thus the two letters could be
easily confused. Assuming then an Ethiopic scribal error of za for ka
for the admittedly corrupt reading of Zelebsa'el, we arrive at KLBS'L,
which in Aramaic would translate as the "KLB of God" (sha 'el meaning simply "of God" in Aramaic). Since early Aramaic and Hebrew
lacked vowels, it is quite possible to read KLB as Kolob.12
sources, such as Olishem
at Ebla? A Cultural

and several gods' names; see John M. Lundquist,
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Pseudepigrapha, cd. James H. Charlesworth (Carden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983), \:5-89.
7. 1 Enoch 82: 17, in the Ethiopic edition.
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9. Michael A. Knibb, The Ethiopic Book of t-"rlOch(Oxford: Clarendon, 1978),2:191.
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Salmon's accusation that "Nibley and his followers" lack a "clearly
articulated methodology" (p. 154) for the study of parallels is defensible only because Salmon is either unaware of such articulations or
has chosen not to mention them. I have written on aspects of the
matter a number of times.13 Indeed, Salmon must be at least partially
aware of this fact, since he cites me-whom,
I suspect, many would
view as a follower of Nibley-as
advocating precisely the proper
methodology which Salmon claims Nibley's "followers" don't follow
and have never articulated (p. 139 n. 40).14 Specifically with regard to
the question of the proper use of parallels, I argued a decade ago:
If one wishes to discuss divergent models for the origin of
the Book of Mormon, the proper methodology to be followed is: I-Assume that the book is an authentic ancient
record and analyze it from this perspective; ... 2-Assume
that the book is a nineteenth-century document and analyze
it from this perspective; 3-Compare and contrast the successes, failures, and relative explanatory power of the results
of these studies; 4-Attempt to discover which model is the
most plausible explanation for the origin of the text.IS
For the most part, Nibley is generally engaged only in phase one of
this four-part process.
Furthermore, I have twice noted elsewhere that r believe the
proper method of dealing with parallelisms is to follow the proce-
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dures advocated by Jonathan Z. Smith, one of the leading contemporary historians of religion:
Homology [causal antecedent] is a similarity ofform or structure between two species shared from their common ancestor; an analogy is a similarity of form or structure between
two species not sharing a common ancestor. ... It is agreed
that the statement "x resembles y" is logically incomplete ...
[because it] suppress[es the] multi-term statement of analogy and difference capable of being properly expressed in
formulations such as:
"x resembles y more than z with respect to ... ;" or,
"x resembles y more than w resembles z with respect to .. :'
That is to say, the statement of comparison is never dyadic, but always triadic; there is always an implicit "more
than," and there is always a "with respect to."16
Now Salmon may find Smith's approach to the methodology of analyzing parallelisms faulty; if so, he should argue accordingly. But, in
all fairness, he can hardly claim that no one associated with the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies (FARMS) has ever
dealt with the methodological issues before-several of us have.
Nibley also has clearly articulated his methodology and its limits:
Our purpose is to illustrate, explain, suggest, and investigate.
We are going to consider the Book of Mormon as a possible
product not of Ancient America (for that is totally beyond
our competence) but of the Ancient [Near] East (which is
only slightly less so) .... "Proving" the Book of Mormon is
another matter. I?
16. Jonathan Z. Smith, Drudgery Diville: 011 the Comparisoll of Early Christiallities
a/ld the Religiolls of Late A/lti'luity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990),51; see 47
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A major problem with many critics of Nibley, such as Salmon, is that
they assert that Nibley is alleging a probative value for his parallels
which he himself never claims. They critique Nibley for his failure to
accomplish phase four (in my categorization) when he is clearly engaging only in phase one.
Many other scholars associated with FARMS have written on
methodological issues as well. Why does Salmon not engage these
discussions? Why simply assert that such discussions don't exist (see
p. 129)? Salmon provides no evidence that Nibley's "followers"whom he never precisely identifies but clearly links to FARMS (see
pp. 128, 131)-have committed the same errors that Salmon claims
to have found in Nibley. Assertion in this regard is not even evidence,
let alone proof. If Salmon wishes his claims to be taken seriously,
he must engage each author and argument individually.1H In scholarship there is no communal responsibility for error: We believe that
scholars will be punished for their own books and not for Nibley's
transgressions. 19
Contra Nibley
Salmon claims that his specific criticisms of Nibley demonstrate
not only the methodological malpractice of Nibley, but that of all his
followers.2o Some of these criticisms will be briefly discussed here.
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But first it is important to note Nibley's own views on errors in his
scholarly work, as reported by David Seely:
Nibley has never claimed for himself the kind of infallibility
that some have attributed to him. He has always maintained
that scholarship is a high-spirited and open conversation.
For example, in regard to his own work on the Abraham facsimiles, he once said, "I refuse to be held responsible for anything I wrote more than three years ago. For heaven's sake, I
hope we are moving forward here. After all, the implication
[is] that one mistake and it is all over with-how
flattering
to think in forty years I have not made one slip and I am still
in business! I would say about four-fifths of everything I have
put down has changed, of course." I have always assumed
Nibley would be delighted for us to read his work critically,
and statements such as the above should be taken as invitations to join the fray.21
Salmon first insists that Nibley claims that the seventh-century
Conflict of Adam and Eve with Satan contains "perhaps the oldest Adam

traditions" (p. 134). Salmon criticizes Nibley because the Conflict is a
seventh-century text with Christian interpolations and therefore cannot be "the oldest Adam tradition" (pp. 134-35). Here is what Nibley
actually says:
Perhaps the oldest Adam traditions are those collected from
all over the ancient East at a very early time, which have
reached us in later Ethiopian and Arabic manuscripts under
make mistakes.
Vindicates
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the title of "The Combat of Adam and Eve against Satan." It
contains at least thirteen different showdowns between Adam
and the Adversary .... [T]he motif was characteristically repeated with variations (the monkish mind could not resist
the temptation to work a good thing to death).22
From Nibley's entire statement in context, it is quite clear that Nibley
recognizes that the Ethiopian and Arabic Combat is not itself the oldest tradition but is in part a collection of earlier Adam material, a fact
on which all scholars agree. Nibley even alludes to the Christian interpolations in the text by mentioning the "monkish" editors. Salmon
has distorted Nibley's position, claiming Nibley is in error.
He also criticizes Nibley for a "lack of precision" (p. 136). His
single example: in a published work from 1975 Nibley discusses R. H.
Charles's list of 128 examples of the possible "influence" of 1 Enoch
on the New Testament, whereas a decade later in a transcript from a
classroom lecture, Nibley misstates that there are 128 examples of
"quotations" from 1 Enoch in the New Testament (pp. 136-37).23 I'm
sorry, but such a simple misstatement in a lecture in which Nibley
had a few seconds to formulate a sentence hardly amounts to a demonstration of serious methodological error in Nibley's work. After
giving thousands of lectures to students, often with limited or no
notes, we should not be surprised to find that Nibley made misstatements on occasion.24 Salmon claims Nibley misrepresents the significance of the parallel between the baptism of Adam in Moses 6:52 and
the baptism of Adam in the Apocalypse of Adam (see p. 137).25 For

22.
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Salmon, the baptism in the Apocalypse of Adam is purely metaphoricalor spiritualized (see p. 137). Nibley therefore misrepresents a
metaphorical baptism of Adam as a literal water baptism-though
how this undermines Adam's association with baptism is unclear. To
emphasize his point, Salmon correctly cites Kurt Rudolph as saying
"the act of 'knowledge' (gnosis) is understood as baptism at the close
of the 'Apocalypse of Adam'" (p. 137).26Unfortunately, like the legendary sorcerer's apprentice, Salmon should have read a little farther in
the book since Rudolph gives numerous examples of physical baptism among the gnostics as wellY The two were not mutually exclusive: a physical baptism symbolically represented the spiritual reception of saving knowledge (gnosis). Thus the mere fact that baptism
includes a spiritual transformation through gnosis does not necessarily
imply that an actual ritual was not practiced as well. Other Christians
understood the dual nature of baptism; the church father Justin wrote:
"this washing [baptism] is called illumination, because they who learn
these things are illuminated in their understandings."2R Does this mean
that no physical ritual took place among early Christians? Or merely
that they saw a spiritual reality symbolized by the physical ritual?
Several of Salmon's other criticisms of Nibley also disappear under
careful scrutiny. When Nibley finds an interesting parallel between
Enoch's observation of God weeping in Moses 7:28-29 and Jewish
traditions about a similar event,29 Salmon protests that God is also
described as weeping in the Old Testament, citing Jeremiah 13:15,17,

26. Citing Kurt Rudolph, Gnosis: The Nature and History of GrlOsticism (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 19R7), 220.
27.
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which, he claims, could therefore

have been the source for this inci-
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Salmon is also in error in his discussion of the plurality of worlds
(see pp. 140-43). He rightly quotes Nibley as claiming that the idea
of multiple worlds found in Moses I :33-37 was "offensive" to the
"doctors" or fathers of the church (p. 141).32He then quotes Origen,
who was indeed a doctor of the church, as stating, "God did not begin to work [on creation J for the first time when he made this visible
world, but ... just as after the dissolution of this world there will be
another one, so also we believe that there were others before this one
existed" (p. 141).)\ But, contra Salmon, Origen is not saying there are
multiple simultaneously existing "worlds" as described in the Book of
Moses 1:35: "There are many [worlds] that now stand, and innumerable are they unto man." Rather, Origen is talking about a succession
of worlds, one after the other, with only one existing at any given time:
"We must not suppose, however, that several worlds existed at the
same time, but that after this one another will exist in its turn."34
Thus, Salmon has misread Origen, blaming his confusion on Nibley,
who is in fact correct.
Salmon attempts to further undermine Nibley's position that the
Christian fathers rejected a multiplicity of simultaneous worlds by
quoting the pagan philosophers Democritus, Epicurus, and Lucretius, none of whom were church fathers (see pp. 141-42). In reality,
by citing these three examples, Salmon has provided additional evidence that the idea of multiple worlds found in the Book of Moses
was an ancient one-which
is Nibley's real point. Nibley is arguing
that the idea of the multiplicity of worlds, though rejected by the
Christian fathers, was accepted by many others in antiquity; therefore, the Book of Moses' discussion of multiple worlds makes sense
in an ancient milieu. Salmon criticizes Nibley for allegedly taking his
sources out of context (see p. 135) and misrepresenting his sources
(see p. 137), which is precisely what Salmon has done in this case.

32.
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If Salmon is correct in his assumption that methodological mistakes
by Nibley do not simply invalidate a single argument but undermine
all of Nibley's other works, and-through
guilt by association-all
the writings of Nibley's "followers" at FARMS (pp. 129, 131, 154),
could we reasonably conclude that Salmon's entire article is invalidated by his misreading of Origen and Jeremiah, and, furthermore,
that the work of all authors who have ever published in Dialogue
should also be summarily dismissed? Perhaps a careful analysis of
each argument by each author is a superior method to the sweeping
dismissal advocated by Salmon based on a mere half-dozen alleged
errors, many of which turn out to be claims based on mistakes and
misinterpretations by Salmon himself.
Salmon also provides four early nineteenth-century sources that
talk about the idea of plurality of worlds (see pp. 142-43 ),35 concluding that "in the case of the notion of a plurality of worlds, Enochic
literature is by no means unique in providing parallels" (p. 143).
Quite true, but neither are the early nineteenth-century parallels that
Salmon adduces. Why should the nineteenth-century
parallels provided by Salmon be seen as methodologically privileged and hence
acceptable, while the ancient parallels provided by Nibley are considered methodologically faulty and therefore unacceptable? Both use
precisely the same methodology: attempting to contextualize a document whose date and origin is disputed by examining parallels to the
proposed original culture. In fact, on this particular point, both the
ancient and nineteenth-century models can explain Moses 1:33-37.
Jung to the Rescue?-Parallelomania

Run Wild

On the other hand, despite the errors he claims to have found in
Nibley's writings, Salmon admits that "this is not to say that there are
no legitimate parallels between documents from the ancient Near East
35.
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and latter-day scripture" (p. 145). In fact, he finds these parallels a
"truly staggering" (p. 129), "undeniable fact" (p. 130). And, indeed,
the vast majority of Nibley's parallels in his Enoch studies-let alone
his entire literary corpus-are
not examined by Salmon nor even
mentioned. Thus he is admitting that, despite occasional errors and
disputed cases, authentic parallels between LDS scriptures and ancient writings have indeed been found by Nibley and others. But,
since he apparently does not wish to consider the possibility that "the
existence of a parallel in an ancient text can confirm the prophetic
insight ofJoseph Smith" (p. 130), Salmon attempts to offer an alternative theory to explain the unchallenged parallels-thereby,
I suspect, tacitly hoping to undermine the historicity of Smith's scriptures.
In fact, Salmon's issue with Nibley is not really parallelomania. The
odd irony here is that the Jungian psychology that Salmon advocates
necessitates the acceptance of far more parallels between religions of
many different times and places than does Nibley's approach to ancient scripture.
In the second half of his paper (pp. 147-54), Salmon offers what
he considers a superior alternative to the historical comparative analysis of textual and cultural parallels by turning to Carl Jung's theory of
archetypes and the "collective unconsciousness" (pp. 150-52), for
which he attempts to enlist the support of the magisterial historian
of religions, Mircea Eliade. To begin with, Salmon simply misunderstands Eliade. Salmon seems to think that because Eliade and Jung
"both used the term 'archetype,'" they were therefore "kindred spirits" (p. 151). This seriously misrepresents the ideas of both Jung and
Eliade. While Salmon acknowledges that the term archetype "meant
subtly different things to each man" (p. 151), he fails to define this
distinction, which is fundamental, not subtle. For Eliade, archetype
is a historical concept used "to name the sacred paradigms that are
expressed in myth and articulated in ritual." For Jung, archetype
refers to "the dynamic structures of the unconscious that determine
individual patterns of experience and behavior."36 Although they use
36.
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the same term, in reality, "Jung knew and accepted the concepts of
Eliade-archetype
as transcendent model ... -but, in addition, for
Jung, the archetype was also active in determining the inner [psychological] life of man."37 For comparison purposes, Eliade's archetypes
should be called "historical archetypes;' while Jung's should be called
"psychological archetypes."
Thus the agreement between the two was only at Eliade's historical level; Eliade did not accept Jung's idea of a collective unconscious,
nor did he believe that myths and archetypes were created by this
collective unconscious.3H And this disagreement centered on lung's
main point. This is obvious even in a quotation given by Salmon when
attempting to demonstrate the affinity of Eliade and Jung. Eliade
states explicitly: "We do not mean to say that mythologies are the
'product' of the unconscious"-precisely
contradicting Jung on this
39
point.
It is unclear why Salmon thinks that this passage demonstrates that Eliade and lung are in essential agreement about psychological archetypes and the collective unconscious.
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Salmon's major argument is that Jungian psychology offers a superior model for explaining the parallels between LDS scripture and
antiquity that Nibley and many others have found. The potential
compatibility of Jungian psychology-which
essentially reduction istically downgrades religious experiences to merely psychological
experiences-with
LDS ideas is a question that could merit a detailed
and nuanced study.40 Unfortunately, Salmon does not provide this.
Instead he asserts that the LDS concept of the Light of Christ "in
many regards is an analog to the [Jungian] notion of the collective
unconscious" (p. 152). But this is nonsense. The LDS idea that all
people have the Light of Christ-sometimes
described as a combination of reason, intelligence, intuition, and inspiration-is
not at all
parallel to the Jungian "collective unconscious." A collective conscience
must not be confused with a collective unconscious. The Light of
Christ is an external force that proceeds from God (see D&C 88: 11-13).
It is not an internal psychological instinct. It is a divine power exterior to man.
Likewise, the idea that all religions have important truths and
that many religious leaders-including
non-Christians such as Muhammad, Zoroaster, the Buddha, and Confucius-were
inspired by
God is not a closet form of the Jungian collective unconscious. Inspiration from God has never been understood in the LDS tradition
as some form of collective unconscious or even as an individual psychological intuition or instinct. If we are to move down the path
Salmon proposes, we should first clearly understand exactly what it is
that Salmon is suggesting: a radical transformation of our understanding of inspiration, revelation, and scripture. Moses, Jesus, Paul,
and Joseph Smith would thereby become nothing more than additional instances of people who articulated ideas inherent in all of humanity's most basic psychological structures. But they would not be
termed world prophets-nor
would Jesus be the Christ.
Salmon's attempt to replace careful historical analysis of parallels
and comparison of the possible nineteenth-century or ancient contexts
40.
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of LDS scripture with vague Jungian archetypes fails at another level.
Whereas Salmon's Jungian psychology might be able to explain why
many different groups throughout history have worshiped the sun as
a god, it is quite unhelpful in explaining why so many different
groups represent the sun-god as riding in a chariot. Whereas Jungian
theory might help us to understand why many different religions
have myths of great spiritual heroes who reveal divine truths, it is
monumentally unhelpful in explaining why one of these was called
Enoch, who is said to have done and said very specific things that
sometimes find parallels in the Book of Moses-such as ascending to
heaven. And it is certainly useless in explaining the appearance of the
name Mahujah/Mahijah in both the Book of Moses and the Enochian materials in the Dead Sea Scrolls.41 (Or are we to believe that all
people have the name Mahujah in their collective unconscious?) In
other words, the Jungian theory of the collective unconscious can at
best explain parallels in the most general and vague patterns in "religion" (if that), but it cannot explain parallels in the details of specific
historical manifestations of those generic patterns. Whether Nibley is
right or wrong about specific ancient parallels he claims to have
found to the Book of Moses, Jungian theory cannot explain them.
Thus, if Salmon is calling for using ever more sophisticated methods in studying and comparing the proposed nineteenth-century and
ancient parallels to LDS scripture, I vigorously support this call and
encourage him to begin such an effort by applying them to his own
work. If there are faulty arguments, and Salmon has perhaps found a
few, we should weed them out-on both sides of the debate. But it~as
it seems, he is calling for the abandonment of the scholarly, critical,
historical enterprise to be replaced by attribution of parallels between LDS scripture and ancient texts to a Jungian collective unconscious, I'll stick with Joseph over Jung.

41.
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Appendix
Gordon C. Thomasson
A combination of a plush offer to Mircea Eliade of a visiting pOsition in the Department of Religious Studies at the University of
California, Santa Barbara, during our winter quarters, combined
with his lack of interest in spending those same winter months in
Chicago, brought me into contact with him both as a student in a
graduate seminar and as an assistant for his advanced undergraduate
semmar.
Eliade's methodology in dealing with archetypes was, at its best,
subjective (as all methodologies must be). But it had its publicly recognized downside as well. Some common criticisms of Eliade's work
included his being highly reliant on secondary sources and on translations for the countless texts he employed from outside of the IndoEuropean tradition (in many Indo-European languages-including
Sanskrit-he was quite able) and for presenting as parallels or archetypes images that could only be sustained when taken out of context or
given in translation. (c. G. lung's linguistic skills were far more limited than Eliade's, of course, and the archetypal "parallels" he adduced were t~lf more problematic.) Moreover, when pressed as to
how archetypal resemblances were shared among peoples and cultures, Eliade verbally admitted that as far as he could tell the archetypes had to be based in a common genetics. This raises far more
problems than it can ever answer, of course. As a result, I believe, he
avoided questions of cultural diffusion about which other Europeans-unlike
most North Americans, especially in the field of cultural anthropology-are
quite open.
I witnessed something with Eliade when I worked in his undergraduate seminar that term. We did not have a clear thread visible in
the syllabus as to where he was headed, but I began to see the red line
of Ariadne's clue running through his seminar in the direction of
This appendix
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Thomasson

plans to publish

106 • FARMSREVIEWOF

BOOKS

13/2 (200 I)

Nibley's article "The Expanding Gospel."42 The next week, at the end
of the seminar, I gave Eliade a copy of that article and suggested that
he might find it relevant. The following week he was nearly jumping
out of his skin and could hardly wait to shoo the undergrads out after class. Then he sat me down and asked, "Who is this Hugh Nibley
and why haven't I ever heard of him?" and so forth. "He knows my field
better than I do;' Eliade continued, "and his translations are elegant."
I explained, among other things, that he published in the journals of a number of different disciplines outside of the history of religions, depending on his research and the texts he was working on at
the moment. We then spent the better part of an hour going over the
article, and I noted to him as the discussion progressed, without being too explicit, where or how an LOS apologetic/esoteric subtext ran
through the article. He replied (paraphrasing here), "Who cares? His
evidence and logic are faultless."
He then went on to ask explicitly if he could hire Hugh to teach
in his History of Religions program at Chicago. I said I didn't think
so, that he had unlimited book-buying power (the Jackling Fund) and
all the library he needed where he was and that Hugh had already
been at Chicago. "Impossible! I would have known him!" replied
Eliade.
I then dropped what I knew was an explosive depth charge, thinking
it might well end the discussion: "But he was at the Oriental Institute."
And Professor Anthon tore up the transcript ... well, not quite. We
continued the discussion, but not until after he had said, "You're
right, he wouldn't fit in our program, I suspect." (There was no love
or academic respect between the Oriental Institute, which advocated
the use of primary sources only, and Eliade's History of Religions
school, where a dissertation could be done using mainly secondary
sources.) But at his request, I spent the rest of the semester giving
him copies of what I thought were the most appropriate Nibley articles. He devoured them in turn and then quizzed me about them
after class each week, in case he had missed something. Eliade knew
that all scholars have a bias. (Once, in an unguarded moment, he al42.
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lowed that his Rumanian Orthodox Christianity really was it.) More
important to him in our discussions was how well scholars read and
quote (in context), translate, use logic, or, in other words, play by the
rules. Only his return to Chicago ended our private "seminar."
In my direct, personal experience and at my invitation, other research university and world-class scholars have, like Eliade, read and
given very positive ratings to Nibley's work when it has overlapped
their own and when I submitted it for their consideration with no
preface other than "What do you think of this?" None has read Nibley as Salmon does.

THE DEVELOPMENT
UNDERSTANDING

OF THE MORMON

OF GOD: EARLY MORMON

MODALISM

AND OTHER MYTHS

Ari D. Bruening and David L. Paulsen

I

I have always and in all congregations when I have preached
on the subject of the Deity, it has been the plurality of Gods.
It has been preached by the Elders for fifteen years.
I have always declared God to be a distinct personage,
Jesus Christ a separate and distinct personage from God the
Father, and that the Holy Ghost was a distinct personage and
a Spirit: and these three constitute three distinct personages
and three Gods.2
Joseph Smith, Nauvoo, Illinois, 16 June 1844

s

o Joseph declared in his last public sermon prior to his death. Unfortunately, according to Kurt Widmer in his recently published
book, Mormonism and the Nature of God: A Theological Evolution,
This article is condensed
I.
Ingerson,

Thanks

to student

from a forthcoming
research

Jeremy Pettit, Robert Schwartz,

made signifIcant

contributions

have been possible

without

leave and additional
Joseph

book-length

funding

study of the issues.

Brent Alvord, Deidre Green, Marc-Charles

Jason Scoffield, and Terra Stark, who have each

in the preparation

of an Eliza R. Snow Fellowship,
2.

assistants

provided

of this review. This project would not

by Brigham

Young University

and by the College of Ilumanities,

in the form

which granted

both a

research support.

Fielding

Descret Book, 1976),370.

Smith,

Tmchings of the Prophet Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City:
F. Ehat and Lyndon W. Cook, The Words of Joseph

Sec Andrew

Review of Kurt Widmer. Mormonism and the Nature of God: A
Theological Evolution, 1830-1915. Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland, 2000.
vi + 209 pp., with index. $38.50.

110 • FARMSREVIEWOFBOOKS13/2 (2001)
1830-1915, Joseph's claim is controverted by the historical record
(see p. 157; see also chap. 5). Widmer attempts "to establish a proper
chronology for the development of Mormon thought, specifically its
concept of God" (p. 6). Contrary to Joseph's own self-understanding,
Widmer's chronology affirms that Joseph's (and hence, says Widmer,
the church's) earliest (1830-33) understanding of God was "a modalistic form of monotheism" (p. 6; see pp. 31, 36). But according to
Widmer, by 14 May 1833, Joseph's modalism had completely evaporated and had shifted to binitarianism, and, finally, by Joseph's death
in 1844, to a "nascent cosmic henotheism"-the
worship of one god
without denying the existence of other gods (p. 6; see p. 31). Widmer
professes that, for a time in the latter half of the nineteenth century,
Brigham Young's Adam-God theory was widely accepted (see chap. 8),
but that by the end of the century Latter-day Saints found themselves
with no consensus as to how God should be understood (see p. 7).
This confused state of affairs was dispelled by Mormon intellectuals
B. H. Roberts of the Council of the Seventy and John A. Widtsoe and
James E. Talmage of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. Through
their efforts, especially those of Elder Talmage, "the past seventy years
of doctrinal speculation would be correlated. Talmage's work attempted to harmonize the fully developed concepts of 20th-century
Mormonism with their 19th-century counterparts. The end product
... [was] the first clear doctrinal statements on the Mormon doctrine
of God ... [and] the birth of a new Mormonism" (p. 7). Widmer categorizes this "new Mormonism" as a refined cosmic henotheism and
asserts that this remains the theological position of the church today
(p.6).
That Latter-day Saint understanding of the nature of God has
undergone significant development is not at issue. What is at issue is
the particular course that this ongoing development has taken. WidSmith: The Contemporary Accounts of the Nauvoo Discourses of the Prophet Joseph (Provo,
Utah: BYU Religious Studies Center,

1980),378.

idea that the Father and the Son constitute
the language of our Savior's intercessory
the Father and the Son are "agreed

In the same discourse

one metaphysical

prayer recorded

substance,

Joseph rejects the
but, drawing

on

in John 17, Joseph explains that

as one." Ehat and Cook, The Words of Joseph Smith,

380. See also Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, 372.

WIDMER,

THE NATURE OF GOD (BRUENING

AND PAULSEN)

•

III

mer's hypothesized trajectory of this development is not new; many
others have defended part or all of Widmer's theory.3 But despite widespread support for all or parts of Widmer's theory, our research indicates that the major stages in his trajectory (modalism, binitarianism, henotheism) are each strongly disconfirmed in light of the total
evidence. To show that this is so is the principal task of this critique.4

Widmer's Developmental Trajectory
in Light of the Total Evidence
Modalism (1830-33)
"The evidence clearly shows," Widmer says, "that the 1830 Book
of Mormon, and subsequently the early Mormon Church, held a modalistic, Christological position" (p. 36). For the first three years of its
existence, he claims, the church was "a strict monotheistic Christian
sect;' holding to a "modalistic form of monotheism" (p. 6). Modalism
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is a subset of monarch ian ism, a movement in the second and third
centuries that was declared heretical by the Christian church in A.D.
38 L5 Modalism affirms that one and only one person is God, who,
nonetheless, appears in three different modes: as God the Father, as
God the Son (who was incarnate as Jesus Christ), and as God the
Holy Spirit.6
By way of contrast with modal ism, Christian trinitarianism affirms that God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit
constitute three distinct persons who together constitute one divine
entity. The precise nature of this oneness has been variously interpreted within the Christian theological tradition.?
Did Joseph initially understand God to be just one person, as
Widmer claims, or did Joseph understand the Father, Son, and Holy
Ghost to be three distinct persons, as he himself asserts? In answering this question, we will consider the data contemporary with the
years 1829 to 1833, the period in which, Widmer argues, Joseph was a
modalist. In analyzing this historical data, we use the term modalist
to refer to texts that explicitly or implicitly assert that one and only
one person is God and antimodalist to refer to texts that explicitly or
implicitly differentiate at least two members of the Christian Godhead. Given this terminology, passages affirming or implying trinitarianism would be a subset of antimodalist texts. Most references to
God in these documents are evidentially neutral as between these two
competing models (hereafter, simply, evidentially neutral). For instance, passages which affirm the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are
5.
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"one" or "one God" are evidentially neutral. While this language
could plausibly be construed as implying modalism, "three persons,
one God" is the very essence of trinitarianism. Only passages that assert or imply that the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are one person
would count for modalism. Passages that refer to Christ as "God" or
even as "the eternal God" are also evidentially neutral; both models
affirm that Christ is God or fully divine. Finally, passages that refer to
Christ as "the Creator (or Father) of heaven and earth" are also evidentially neutral; both models affirm that Christ created all things
(see John 1:1-3; see also Hebrews 1:1-2).x
The Book of Commandments

and the Doctrine and Covenants

The best evidence for Joseph's and his fellow Saints' earliest understanding of God is found in the revelations he received between
1829 and 1833 as he sought direction from God for establishing the
fledgling church both organizationally and doctrinally. Indeed, many
of these revelations came in response to members' inquiries about
doctrine. Most of God's responses to these inquiries came in the
form of revelations given by the risen Lord speaking in the first person to or through Joseph Smith. These revelations were made accessible to church members, almost all of them being first published in
the Evening and Morning Star, a church-owned newspaper.
In 1833, sixty-five of these revelations were collected and published by W. W. Phelps in The Book of Commandments for the Government of the Church of Christ (hereafter the Book of Commandments),
the predecessor of what is now the Doctrine and Covenants. These
revelations, together with others, were published again in 1835 in
the first edition of the Doctrine and Covenants. Unlike other early
Latter-day Saint documents, the Book of Commandments was not a
translation of ancient writings (as was the Book of Mormon) nor an
inspired revision of ancient writings (as were the Joseph Smith
Translation of the Bible and the Book of Moses). Rather, it is a collection of mostly first-person disclosures by the risen Lord between
1829 and 1833.
8.

All biblical references

in this paper are to the King James Version.
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What use, then, does Widmer make of the Book of Commandments in his reconstruction of the earliest Mormon understanding of
God? Surprisingly, almost none. While acknowledging the evidentiary relevance of the Book of Commandments and even asserting
that it continues to promote the early Mormon modalistic view of God
(see p. 36), Widmer fails entirely to consider its contents.~ As a result,
his reconstruction of what Joseph and the early Saints likely believed
about God in the early 1830s fails to take account of the most critical
evidence of all-evidence that decisively refutes his thesis.
The revelations received by Joseph before 14 May 1833 and collected in the Book of Commandments and the first edition of the
Doctrine and Covenants are decisively trinitarian. We have found
eighty-three such antimodalist passages, which for ease of presentation we have grouped into six categories. We cannot find a single passage from these revelations that fits a modalistic model better than
an antimodalist one.
The first category comprises texts referring to the risen Lord's ascending to the Father or sitting at the Father's right hand; these texts
constitute some of the strongest evidence against the claim that the
earliest Mormon concept of God was modalistic. For instance, in the
Book of Commandments XXIV:1S-16 (D&C 20:21-24), we read,
"Wherefore, the Almighty God gave his only begotten Son, as it is written
in those scriptures, which have been given of him, that he suffered
temptations, but gave no heed unto them; That he was crucified,
died, and rose again the third day, and that he ascended into heaven to
sit down on the right hand of the Father, to reign with Almighty power
according to the will of the Father."lo
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modalist

Widmer

presents

and attempts

passages from revelations

edition of the Doctrine
respectively)

and Covenants

(see pp. 46-54, especially

below on the Joseph Smith Translation,
10. We cite here the earlier
versions-we
Doctrine
Chapter

realize

that minor

and Covenants

to discount

the evidentiary

in sections VII and XCI (current
49-50; see also note 118, below).

D&C 88 and 76,
See the section

pp. 120~23.

Book of Commandments
differences

exist, but Widmer

between
is making

or Doctrine
these versions

for our study because it was apparently

and Covenants
and our current

his point with the earlier versions.

XXIV (D&C 20) of the Book of Commandments,

cially important

weight of two anti-

given earlier than 14 May 1833 that appear in the first

canonized

in 1830, is espe-

meant to serve as a sort of creed

WIDMER,THE

NATURE OF GOD

(BRUENING
ANDPAULSEN)• 115

Similarly, Doctrine and Covenants XCI:3 (D&C 76: 19-23), which
was received on 16 February 1832, provides one of the clearest examples of this distinctly antimodalistic language. Not only does this
passage describe Jesus Christ and God the Father as two distinct persons in two distinct locations, but this is also the testimony of Joseph
Smith and Sidney Rigdon: "We beheld the glory of the Son, on the
right hand of the Father, and received of his fulness .... And now, after the many testimonies which have been given of him, this is the
testimony, last of all, which we give of him, that he lives; for we saw
him, even on the right hand of God; and we heard the voice bearing
record that he is the only begotten of the Father." If Christ is the
Father, as modalists claim, how does Christ ascend to himself? Or sit
at his own right hand?
Texts that describe the risen Lord as "our advocate" with the
Father or as pleading with or praying to the Father represent the second category. Two passages representative of the scriptures in this
category are Book of Commandments XXIX:6 (D&C 29:5), which
reads, "Lift up your hearts and be glad for I am in your midst, and
am your advocate with the Father, and it is his good will to give you
the kingdom," and XLVIII:5-6 (D&C 45:3-5), wherein the Son prays
to the Father on our behalf: "Listen to him who is the Advocate with
the Father, who is pleading your case before him: Saying Father behold the suffering and death of him who did no sin, in whom thou
wast well pleased; behold the blood of thy Son which was shed, the
blood of him whom thou gavest that thyself might be glorified:
wherefore Father spare these my brethren that believe on my name,
that they may come unto me and have everlasting life."
The Lord's description of himself as our "advocate with the
Father" is important for our survey of the evidence, for it seems incoherent to believe that he is our advocate with himself. Furthermore, as seen in the Book of Commandments XLVIII (D&C 45), the
Lord describes himself as praying and pleading with the Father on
our behalf. But how is it possible to pray to and plead with oneself?
for the early Saints. It was also very widely disseminated.
Historical Development
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Texts in the third category describe the risen Lord's doing or subjecting his own will to the will of the Father. For example, according
to Book of Commandments XXXIV: 17 (D&C 31: 13), "These words
are not of man nor of men, but of me, even Jesus Christ, your Redeemer, by the will of the Father," and chapter XVI:2 (D&C 19:2), "I
having accomplished and finished the will of him whose I am, even
the Father" (see also D&C 19:3-4,24). The verses that reference both
the will of the Lord and the will of the Father and that speak of the
Son doing the will of the Father fit much better with a trinitarian
model of God than with a modalist one. The latter can coherently
reference only one will.
In the fourth category, first-person declarations by the risen Lord
claim that God is "my Father." In examining this class of texts, we must
keep in mind that the speaker was the postascension resurrected
Lord, who had regained the glory he had before the world was. Given
a modalist model, it would seem that the glorified postascension Lord
would again refer to himself as Father. Instead, he continues to refer
to "my Father." To make sense of these kinds of passages, we must assume that the risen Lord is referring to someone other than himself.
Consider the Book of Commandments XIV:3 (D&C 16:6). Here the
Lord instructs Peter Whitmer to preach repentance "that you may
bring souls unto me, that you may rest with them in the kingdom of
my Father." I I Certainly, the glorified resurrected Lord is not his own
father.
First-person declarations by the risen Lord that he is the Son of God
comprise the fifth category. The revelations received before 14 May
1833 are replete with instances in which the risen glorified Lord continues to refer to himself as "the Son of God." If modalism were true,
we would expect him to refer to himself as Father or perhaps even as
Holy Spirit. Two representative passages of this category of scripture
are found in the Book of Commandments V:10 (D&C 6:21), "Behold
I am Jesus Christ the Son of God," and XLIV:1 (D&C 42: 1), "Hearken,
o ye elders of my church who have assembled yourselves together, in
11.

See Book of Commandments

LIII:38-39

(D&C 50:41-42);

74); LXXIV:5 (D&C 66:12);

XV: 17-18 (D&C 18:15-16);

XXVlll:5 (D&C 27:14);

LX:2 (D&C 59:2); see also D&C IV:6, 10, 12 (D&C 84:38, 63,
LXXVIIl:l

(D&C 93:5); LXXXIX:I (D&C 72:4).

(D&C 99:4); LXXIX:I

(D&C 81:6); LXXXIl:l

WIDMER,

THE NATURE

OF GOD (BRUENING

AND PAULSEN)

•

117

my name, even Jesus Christ, the Son of the living God, the Savior of
the world."12
The sixth and final category includes passages in which the risen
Lord distinguishes between himself and the Father or otherwise differentiates the members of the Christian Godhead. Book of Commandments XXVIII: 1-3 (D&C 27:1-2) declares, "Listen to the voice of
Jesus Christ .... For behold I say unto you, that it mattereth not what
ye shall eat, or what ye shall drink, when ye partake of the sacrament,
if it so be that ye do it with an eye single to my glory; Remembering
unto the Father my body which was laid down f()r you, and my blood
which was shed for the remission of your sins." Likewise, we read in
XXIX:30-31 (D&C 29:27), "And the righteous shall be gathered on
my right hand unto eternal life; And the wicked on my left hand will
I be ashamed to own before the Father." Will Christ be ashamed to
own the wicked before himself? 13
Doctrine and Covenants XCI (D&C 76) provides still more evidence incompatible with Widmer's claim in its description of the
three degrees of postmortal glory. In verse 6 (D&C 76:72-77) of this
section we read of those who shall inherit a terrestrial glory that they
shall "receive of the presence of the Son, but not the fulness of the
Father." In verse 7 (D&C 76:82-86) we read of those whose degree
will be telestial that they shall receive "of the Holy Spirit through the
ministration of the terrestrial." In order for those in the telestial kingdom to be in the presence of the Holy Ghost and only the Holy Ghost,
God the Father and Jesus Christ must be distinct from the Holy Ghost.
Likewise, it would impossible for those in the terrestrial kingdom to
enjoy the presence of the Son but not the presence of the Father, if
the Son were really the Father.
12.
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It is difficult to say exactly why Widmer failed to examine this
primary archival evidence. All these revelations were given prior to
1833, and they undoubtedly provide illuminating insights into the
theological mind of the young Prophet whom Widmer purports to
examine. The revelations contained in the Book of Commandments
and the earliest edition of the Doctrine and Covenants illustrate
clearly that Joseph Smith was not a modalist at the time he recorded
them. In fact, this collection of data decisively refutes any such claim.
The Book of Moses
Though Widmer claims that there is "no doubt" that the concept
of God portrayed in the earliest Mormon documents is modalistic
and that the Book of Moses is no exception (p. 45), he quotes virtually no language from the book to support this claim. The only evidence he draws from the Book of Moses as putative support for early
Mormon modalism is the fact that in the Book of Moses creation account, unlike the corresponding account in Genesis, God recounts
his creative acts in the first-person singular: "I, God." By this change
in wording, Widmer argues, Joseph was attempting "to show that
God, the Father, is the sale agent in creation" (p. 45, emphasis added).
Ironically, even the most casual reading of the Book of Moses shows
that just the opposite is true: the text makes it clear that both God
and his Only Begotten Son were involved in the creation and that
they are separate and distinct persons.
Widmer does admit that the Book of Moses includes a reference
to "the only begotten" as an active agent with the Father in the creation, but he dismisses this passage as only a "minor reference" and as
"a Christian interpolation" (p. 45). Actually, God's references to his
Only Begotten Son as a coparticipant in creation are hardly "minor."
They are pervasive, there being no fewer than twenty-three references
to the "Only Begotten Son" in the short text that constitutes the Book
of Moses. The Book of Moses does provide a thoroughly Christian
rendering of the Genesis creation narrative, but it is a trinitarian rendering, not a modalist one. Indeed, it is a rendering that decisively refutes Widmer's modalistic thesis.
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Let us consider a few examples. (All our citations will be to the
present edition of the Book of Moses, but we have checked each
against a scanned copy of the original manuscript and find no substantive changes.) The book begins:
And God spake unto Moses, saying: Behold, I am the
Lord God Almighty, and Endless is my name; ... And I have
a work for thee, Moses, my son; and thou art in the similitude of mine Only Begotten; and mine Only Begotten is and
shall be the Savior. (Moses 1:3,6)
God then appears again to Moses and shows him many earths and
their inhabitants. The narrative continues:
And the Lord God said unto Moses: For mine own purpose
have I made these things .... And by the word of my power,
have I created them, which is mine Only Begotten Son, who
is full of grace and truth. (Moses 1:31-32)
In this passage, God clearly confirms that his "Only Begotten
Son" was an active agent in creation, and he reiterates this point in
the creation narrative that follows:
And it came to pass that the Lord spake unto Moses, saying: Behold, I reveal unto you concerning this heaven, and this
earth; ... by mine Only Begotten I created these things; ...
And I, God, said unto mine Only Begotten, which was with
me from the beginning: Let us make man in our image, after
our likeness; and it was so.... And, I, God, created man in
mine own image, in the image of mine Only Begotten created
I him; male and female created I them. (Moses 2: 1, 26-27)
As indicated by the plural pronouns, God is here obviously addressing a second person, his Only Begotten Son, or our Savior Jesus
Christ, as the narrative has already made clear. He continues this address: "And I, the Lord God, said unto mine Only Begotten, that it
was not good that the man should be alone; wherefore, I will make
an help meet for him" (Moses 3:18).
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In Moses 4, God declares that his Son, who was active with him
in the creation, also played a most important role in the precreation
council, at which time his Son was chosen to be the Redeemer of the
world and Satan was cast out.
And I, the Lord God, spake unto Moses, saying: That
Satan, whom thou hast commanded in the name of mine
Only Begotten, is the same which was from the beginning,
and he came before me, saying-Behold, here am I, send me,
I will be thy son, and I will redeem all mankind, that one
soul shall not be lost, and surely I will do it; wherefore give
me thine honor. But, behold, my Beloved Son, which was
my Beloved and Chosen from the beginning,

said unto me-

Father, thy will be done, and the glory be thine forever. Where-

fore, because that Satan rebelled against me, and sought to
destroy the agency of man, which I, the Lord God, had given
him, and also, that I should give unto him mine own power;
by the power of mine Only Begotten, I caused that he should be
cast down. (Moses 4:1-3)

Later in the Book of Moses, God grants Enoch a vision of the
Son's incarnation in Christ, his crucifixion, and his descent into hell
to redeem the dead. Following this, Enoch sees Christ "ascend up
unto the Father" (Moses 7:59).14
We have set out the portrait of God as it was sequentially unfolded in the visions of Moses and as it was revealed to and dictated
by Joseph Smith. That portrait is anything but modalistic. And if, as
Widmer wants to claim, the revelations received by Joseph indicate
his own theological understanding, then that understanding also
seems very clear: it is antimodalist.
The Joseph Smith Translation of the Bible
We next move our analysis of early Mormon documents to a
consideration of the Joseph Smith Translation, a source that Widmer

14.
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claims provides further evidence that Joseph Smith was a modalist at
the time he took on himself the work of translating the Bible (p. 49).
Widmer begins his analysis of the Joseph Smith Translation (hereafter, often, simply JST) by arguing that the clear modalistic statements in this work regarding the nature of God offset the apparently
antimodalistic but "ambiguous" passages found in the 1835 Doctrine
and Covenants Section XCI (now D&C 76). He then goes on to conclude that the Joseph Smith Translation offers indisputable proof
that, early on, Joseph held a modalist understanding of God (see
pp. 48, 50). Because the JST, except for the Book of Moses, was not
published during the Prophet's life, a study of the JST will not necessarily reveal the doctrines accepted by early Latter-day Saints. On the
other hand, the JST is an excellent source of information regarding
Joseph's personal theology and is likely representative of the doctrines he taught to the members of the church at the time his revisions were being made. While the JST provides little, if any, evidence
for Widmer's thesis, a large number of passages from the JST are decidedlyantimodalist.
Widmer uses as evidence for his claim of early Mormon modalism
five changes Joseph Smith made to the Authorized King James Version of the Bible, the base text of his revisions. Of the five revisions
cited by Widmer, four do not provide any evidence for his thesis.
Exodus 7: 1 reads: "And the Lord said unto Moses, See, I have made
thee a god to Pharaoh: and Aaron thy brother shall be thy prophet."
Joseph changed this to "And the Lord said unto Moses, See, I have
made thee a prophet to Pharaoh; and Aaron thy brother shall be thy
spokesman." Exodus 22:28 was changed from "Thou shalt not revile
the gods" to "Thou shalt not revile against God." First Samuel 28: 13
was changed from "And the woman said unto Saul, I saw gods ascending out of the earth" to "And the woman said unto Saul, 1 saw
the words of Samuel ascending out of the earth. And she said, I saw
Samuel also." And Joseph changed Revelation 1:6 from "and [Christ]
hath made us kings and priests unto God and his Father" to "and
lChrist] hath made us kings and priests unto God, his Father." Widmer
argues that Joseph changed these apparent references to a plurality of
gods in the KJV in order to remove all antimodalistic references from
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the Bible. These changes, however, do not actually point to a modalist
understanding of God any more than they do to a trinitarian model.
Indeed, it seems more likely that what Joseph was changing in these
four passages were apparent references to gods other than the Trinity
rather than to references indicating a separation of persons in the
Trinity. This seems especially clear in the case of Joseph's revision of
Revelation 1:6. His revision leaves intact the separation of Christ
from God the Father, while deleting the apparent reference to the father of God the Father.
The fifth passage cited by Widmer is considerably more problematic. Luke 10:22 (verse 23 in the JST) reads: "All things are delivered to me of my Father: and no man knoweth who the Son is, but
the Father; and who the Father is, but the Son, and he to whom the
Son will reveal him." Joseph changed this to read: "All things are delivered to me of my Father: and no man knoweth that the Son is the
Father, and the Father is the Son, but him to whom the Son will reveal it."
Of all Joseph's revisions, Widmer correctly claims that this is the
strongest change in a modalistic direction. But even after the change,
the proper understanding of the passage remains problematic. Contextually, it is important to note that the revised passage immediately
follows Luke's recounting of a prayer of gratitude that Jesus offers to
the Father. In this verse, Joseph revises the KJV text just slightly,
adding the words italicized below: "In that hour Jesus rejoiced in
spirit, and said, I thank thee, 0 Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that
thou hast hid these things from them who think they are wise and
prudent, and hast revealed them unto babes: even so, Father; for so it
seemed good in thy sight" (Luke 10:22 JST). This verse clearly indicates that Jesus and the Father are not the selfsame person. So, read in
context with verse 21, Widmer's modalistic interpretation of verse 22
is incoherent. And this modalistic interpretation remains incoherent
even when we read verse 22 just by itself. For the language apparently
identifying the Son and the Father is preceded by the clause: "All
things are delivered to me of my Father." How can all things be delivered to Jesus of himself? If, as Widmer claims, Joseph were systemati-
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cally reshaping the scriptures to fit a modalist theology, he surely
would have revised verse 21 to remove its antimodalist import.
The only other support Widmer offers for JST modalism is Joseph's revision of Genesis, most of which we find in the Book of
Moses. But as we have already seen, the Book of Moses flatly contradicts Widmer's thesis. Nor does the rest of Joseph's translation of the
Bible provide any evidence for his thesis. Despite the isolated texts
Widmer refers to, the Bible contains a mass of unquestionably trinitarian language that Joseph never changed-a
peculiar move for a
man allegedly reworking the Bible to fit his modalistic theology. Joseph does nothing to revise the account of the great intercessory prayer
the Savior offered to the Father on behalf of his disciples (John 17) to
fit with a modalistic model. He doesn't attempt to change the accounts of the baptism ofJesus (Matthew 3: 16-17), the transfiguration
(Matthew 17:1-8), or the vision of Stephen (Acts 7:55-56) in order
to be more modalistically palatable. One simply cannot stay true to
the evidence and propose that Joseph Smith changed the Bible in order to fit his modalistic theology. In fact, the Joseph Smith Translation refutes the very claim for which Widmer uses it as support.
The Book of Mormon
In attempting to document the earliest Mormon understanding
of God, Widmer turns initially to the first edition of the Book of
Mormon, published in 1830. Unlike ourselves, he believes that this
document constitutes the best evidence for the earliest Mormon understanding because it is the earliest Mormon publication and thus
"a reflection of Joseph Smith's and therefore the Mormons,' earliest
theological convictions" (p. 27). We proceed on the assumption that,
as Joseph declared, the Book of Mormon is a divinely aided translation of inspired writings by ancient inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere. In our view, then, Joseph was the translator, not the author, of
the book's contents. Thus Joseph's thought was shaped by the Book
of Mormon, not the other way around.
Widmer claims that the Book of Mormon is "neither consistently
tritheistic [trinitarian?] nor modalistic" (p. 30), but he seems to feel
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that the work as a whole is modalist. Widmer correctly notes that
several Book of Mormon passages are apparently modalistic, but he
neglects to analyze other passages from the Book of Mormon. We believe that a thorough study of the Book of Mormon uncovers a very
clearly antimodalistic text. Our study reveals that antimodalist passages outnumber modalist passages by a ratio of at least 20 to ].
Furthermore, we submit that each seemingly modalist passage can
easily be explained within a trinitarian model of God but that numerous antimodalist passages cannot be made to fit a modalist
model without doing considerable violence to the plain meaning of
the texts.
Antimodalism. Because of the large number of antimodalist texts
in the Book of Mormon, we again place them in six categories. The
first category contains references to the risen Lord's ascending to the
Father or sitting on the right hand of the Father. In 3 Nephi VII,
p. 485 05: 1), Christ declares, "Behold, ye have heard the things
which I have taught before J ascended to my rather." Also, in 3 Nephi
VIII, p. 488 07:4), "But now I go unto the Father, and also to shew
myself unto the lost tribes of Israel: for they are not lost unto the
Father, for he knoweth whither he hath taken them." Mormon writes
in Moroni IX, p. 585 (9:26), "And may the grace of God the Father,
whose throne is high in the heavens, and our Lord Jesus Christ, who
sitteth on the right hand of his power, until all things shall become
subject unto him, be, and abide with you forever." Again, in Moroni
VII, p. 579 (7:27), "Hath miracles ceased, because that Christ hath ascended into heaven, and hath set down on the right hand of God, to
claim of the Father his rights of mercy which he hath upon the children of men?"15
Texts that describe the risen Lord as our advocate or intercessor
with the Father or as praying to the Father comprise the second category. Abinadi-whose
sermons are often used by those who argue
that the Book of Mormon is a modalist work-is recorded in Mosiah
VIII, p. 18605:8), as saying, "And thus God breaketh the bands of
15.
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death; having gained the victory over death; giving the Son power to
make intercession for the children of men." Alma XVI, p. 317 (33:11),
quotes Zenos as he addresses God, saying, "and it is because of thy
Son that thou hast been thus merciful unto me ... for thou hast
turned thy judgments away from me, because of thy Son." Third
Nephi IX, p. 494 (19: 19-20), shows Christ praying to the Father:
"And it came to pass that Jesus departed out of the midst of them,
and went a little way off from them and bowed himself to the earth,
and he saith, Father, I thank thee that thou hast given the Holy Ghost
unto these whom I have chosen."l6 Of course, Jesus would not pray
to himself, nor does he have multiple personalities.
Passages in the third category describe the Lord's subjecting his
own will to the will of the Father. For example, in Mosiah VIII, p. 186
(15:7), Abinadi declares of Jesus Christ, "Yea, even so he shall be led,
crucified, and slain, the flesh becoming subject even unto death, the
will of the Son being swallowed up in the will of the Father." Christ
says in 3 Nephi VII, p. 486 (15:14), that he was commanded to do
something by the Father: "And not at any time hath the Father given
me commandment that I should tell it unto your brethren at Jerusalem." We also read in 3 Nephi VII, p. 488 (16:16), of Christ saying,
"Verily, verily, I say unto you, Thus hath the Father commanded me,
that I should give unto this people this land for their inheritance."
Moroni records the words of the Lord in Ether I, pp. 546-47
(4:12): "He that will not believe me, will not believe the Father which
sent me. For behold, I am the Father, I am the light, and the life, and
the truth of the world."l7 The Savior's statement that "I am the Father"
could be used as evidence for modalism; however, if this is accepted,

16.
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the rest of the passage creates some exegetical turbulence. How can
Christ send himself?
In our fourth category of differentiation are verses describing individuals and multitudes praying unto the Father in Christ's name.
In 3 Nephi VIII, p. 491 (18:19), Christ commands, "Therefore ye
must always pray unto the Father in my name." Further, in 3 Nephi
IX, p. 498 (20:31), "And they shall believe in me, that I am Jesus
Christ, the Son of God, and shall pray unto the Father in my name." lR
These passages are most naturally read as trinitarian passages that
separate the metaphysical existences of members of the Godhead.
The fifth category encompasses several verses that describe two
or more members of the Godhead manifesting themselves at the
same time. In Lehi's vision of God, as reported in 1 Nephi I, p. 6
(1 :8-10), by his son Nephi, three divine persons are referenced: "And
being thus overcome with the spirit, [Lehi] was carried away in a vision, even that he saw the Heavens open; and he thought he saw God
sitting upon his throne, surrounded with numberless concourses of
angels in the attitude of singing and praising their God. And it came
to pass that he saw one descending out of the midst of Heaven, and
he beheld that his lustre was above that of the sun at noon-day; and
he also saw twelve others following him." In the larger context of the
passage, it appears that the "One" who descended out of heaven is
Jesus Christ, the "God sitting upon his throne" is the Father, and "the
spirit" is the Holy Ghost. There is nothing in the text or the context
to suggest that the terms referenced denote one and the same person.
Also included in this category is one of the most clearly explicit
antimodalistic passages in the Book of Mormon. This is the announcement of Jesus Christ by the Father as Christ descends to the
Nephites after his resurrection:
And it came to pass that again they heard the voice ...
and it saith unto them, Behold, my beloved Son, in whom I am
well pleased, in whom I have glorified my name, hear ye him.
18.
(19:6-8);

Similar verses are 3 Nephi VI II, pp. 488, 49 I-92 (17:3, 18:2 1-23, 30); IX, p. 494
X, p. 501 (21:27);

XII, p. 507 (27:2,9);

Ether I, p. 547 (4: 15); Mormon

XIII, pp. 509, 511-12

IV, pp. 535, 537 (9:6,21,27);

p. 575 (3:2); IV, p. 575 (4:2-3); VII, pp. 578-79

Moroni

(27:28; 28:30);

II, p. 547 (2:2); III,

(7:26); VIII, p. 581 (8:3); X, p. 586 (10:4).
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And it came to pass as they understood, they cast their
eyes up again towards Heaven, and behold, they saw a man
descending out of Heaven; and he was clothed in a white
robe, and he came down and stood in the midst of them ....
And it came to pass that he stretched forth his hand, and
spake unto the people, saying: Behold I am Jesus Christ, of
which the prophets testified that should come into the
world; and behold I am the light and the life of the world,
and I have drank [sic] out of that bitter cup which the Father
hath given me, and have glorified the Father in taking upon me
the sins of the world, in the which [ have suffered the will of the
Father in all things, from the beginning. (3 Nephi V,pp. 476-77
[11:4,6, 8, 9-11])

The sixth and final category includes passages that otherwise differentiate between two or more members of the Godhead. For example, Christ teaches in 3 Nephi IX, p. 497 (20:26), "The Father having raised me up unto you first, and sent me to bless you." In 3 Nephi
VII, p. 486 (15:24), Christ also tells the Nephites, "Ye are numbered
among them which the Father hath given me." In addition, Christ
teaches in 3 Nephi IX, p. 500 (21 :9), "For in that day, for my sake
shall the Father work a work." As he baptizes Helam at the waters of
Mormon in Mosiah IX, p. 192 (18: 13), Alma prays, "May the spirit of
the Lord be poured out upon you; and may he grant unto you eternal
life, through the redemption of Christ, which he hath prepared from
the foundation of the world." Here, the Lord prepared Christ.
In seeking personal confirmation of his father's revelations,
Nephi was granted a remarkable vision in which he both saw and
conversed with the "spirit of the Lord" (or, as the context shows, with
the Holy Ghost) IY who, according to 1 Nephi III, p. 24 (11: 11), "was
in the form of a man." The Holy Ghost shouts hosanna to "the most
high God" (in context, the Father) and refers separately to "the Son
of the Most High God" (in context, Jesus Christ), referencing both in
the third person and thus distinguishing himself from both.

19. See Sidney B. Sperry, Book oIMormon
1968),116-18.

Compendium

(Salt Lake City: Bookcraft,
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And it came to pass after ... having heard all the words
of my Father, concerning the things which he saw in a vision
... I, Nephi, was desirous also, that I might see, and hear, and
know of these things, by the power of the Holy Ghost ... and
believing that the Lord was able to make them known unto
me; wherefore, as I sat pondering in mine heart I was caught
away in the spirit of the Lord .... The spirit cried with a loud
voice, saying: Hosanna to the Lord, the most high God; for
he is God over all the earth, yea, even above all; and blessed
art thou, Nephi, because thou believest in the Son of the
Most High God. (1 Nephi III, pp. 23-24 [10:17; 11:1,6])20
Here, the Holy Ghost is clearly depicted as a divine person who is
separate from both the "most high God" and the "Son of the Most
High God."
As we have seen, antimodalist passages in the Book of Mormon
are numerous and explicit. These passages clearly outnumber the
modalist passages cited by Widmer and others, yet Widmer offers no
explanation for this preponderance of contraindicating
evidence.
Instead of interpreting the antimodalist data from the Book of
Mormon in a modalist framework-a
monumental task-we should
offer a possible interpretation for the few modalist passages from a
trinitarian viewpoint.
Possible Modalisms. Proponents of Book of Mormon modalism,
including Widmer, commonly rely on four groups of passages in
making a case for their thesis. These are (1) passages which affirm
that Jesus Christ is God (see pp. 33-34);21 (2) so-called "unity" pas20.

This category

also includes

Jacob III, pp. 129-30

(4:5); Enos I, p. 145 (1:27);

Mosiah VIII, pp. 185-86 (l4:2, 10); IX, p. 192 (l8:10, 12-13); Alma II, p. 236 (5:46); VIII,
p. 259 (13:4-7); Xll, p. 280 (l9:36); XIV, p. 291 (24:8); Helaman II, p. 418 (5: II); 3 Nephi
V,pp.479-82
pp. 486-88
(19:23,31;

(12:2,16;

13:1,4,6,8,

14-15, 18);VI,pp.483-84

(15:13; 16:5-10, 13-14); V1I1, pp. 490-92
20:12,19-20,25-29,33-34;
29: 1); Mormon

21.

XIII, pp. 509-10, 512 (27:26,30;

II, p. 528 (5: 14); 111,p. 531 (7:5,7);

pp. 563, 565 (12:8, 11,32,34,37);

IX, pp. 495-500

21:2-4, 6-7, II, 14-20); X, pp. 501-3 (21:26-29;

23:4,9); XI, p. 503 (24:1); Xll, p. 508 (27:15-19);
10-11,40;

(13:32, 14:11,21l;Vll,

(18:7,10-11,33);

28:7-8,

Ether I, p. 544 (3: 14); V,

Moroni IV, p. 575 (4:3); V, pp. 575-76 (5:2).

Sec, for example, 2 Nephi XI, p. 107 (26:12); Mosiah V1I1, p. 185 (13:28,34);

p. 210 (26:26); 3 Nephi IX, p. 494 (19:18); Mormon

XI,

I, p. 524 (3:21); Ether I, p. 541 (2:12).
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sages which affirm that there is only one God, or that the Father, Son,
and Holy Ghost are one or one God (see p. 35);22 (3) passages which
refer to Jesus Christ as the Creator, the Father of heaven and earth
(see p. 35);23and (4) passages which unqualifiedly affirm that the Son
is the Father or the Father is the Son. In addition, (5) certain editorial
revisions that Joseph made to the first edition of the Book of Mormon are used to add circumstantial evidence that Joseph's earliest
understanding of God was modalistic. As already noted, the first
three of these categories are evidentially neutraL24 We will consider
the evidentiary bearing of the final two sets of putative proof texts.
Widmer and those of similar persuasion quote passages unqualifiedly affirming that the Son is the Father and the Father is the Son as
"the strongest evidence" for Book of Mormon modalism (pp. 23, 33,
34).25 Indeed, these passages constitute the only credible evidence
that can be found for modalism in the Book of Mormon. Of approximately eighteen hundred references to God in the Book of Mormon,
only six (and two more that were subsequently changed) are of the
kind presently under consideration. Laying aside evidentially neutral
references to Deity, the ratio of antimodalist passages to modalist
passages in the first edition of the Book of Mormon is at least 20 to 1.
Hence, even if the modalist passages could not be successfully accommodated by a trinitarian model, the existence of these six passages would be far less of a difficulty to a trinitarian model than the
overwhelming preponderance of antimodalist passages is to a modalist model.
Let us consider three ways of assimilating or otherwise dealing
with the apparently recalcitrant data. First, some unqualified references to Christ as Father might merely be abbreviated expressions of
22.

ror example,

2 Nephi XIV, p. 120 (31 :21); Alma Vlll, pp. 253-54

3 Nephi IV, p. 473 (9:15); V, p. 478 (11:27,36);
Mormon lll, p. 531 (7:7).
23.

For example,

IX, p. 498 (20:35);

(11 :28-29,44);

Xll1, p. 510 (28:10);

2 Nephi VI, p. 79 (9:5); XI, p. 104 (25:12); Mosiah I, p. 160 (3:8); 11,

p. 162 (4:2); V, p. 171 (7:27); Alma Vlll, p. 253 (11:39); Helaman
16:18); Ether I, p. 546 (4:7).
24.

See above, pp. 112-13.

25.

These

passages

include

2 Nephi

IX, p. 95 (19:6);

(15: 1-4, 16:15); 3 Nephi I, p. 453 (I: 14); Mormon

V, pp. 446, 451 (14:12,

Mosiah

Vll1, pp. 186, 189

IV, p. 536 (9:12); Ether I, p. 544 (3: 14).
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his being Father in the sense of being the Father of heaven and earth.
As already shown, such references are unproblematic. Second, the
Book of Mormon itself teaches us a second sense of "Father" that is
also properly applied to Christ: through Christ's atonement for our
sins, he spiritually adopts those who are willing to covenant that they
will obey him. 26 Thus, he is their adoptive Father. Third, Christ can
be referred to as the Father because his Father gave him of his fulness. Christ himself provides this explanation as to why he also refers
to himself as Father. In a revelation given on 6 May 1833, he teaches,
"I am in the Father, and the Father in me, and the Father and I are
one-The Father because he gave me of his fulness, and the Son because I was in the world and made flesh my tabernacle, and dwelt
among the sons of men" (D&C 93:3-4).27 Christ becomes the Father in
the sense that he inherits all that his Father has. At the same time, he
is the Son because he was incarnate in an earthly body of flesh. "He
received not of the fulness at first, but continued from grace to grace,
until he received a fulness; And thus he was called the Son of God,
because he received not of the fulness at the first" (D&C 93:13-14).
Christ was born as the Son, who was required to progress through
mortality until he regained the fulness that he had before mortality.
Proponents of Book of Mormon modalism rely on one more
class of evidence, albeit circumstantial, in arguing for their thesis:
certain editorial changes Joseph made to the language of the first edition of the Book of Mormon in his 1837 revision. Their claim is that
Joseph was seeking to remove from the document modalistic ideas
which earlier, but no longer, reflected his theological understanding.
Widmer, for example, writes, "The new work, in keeping with the recently emerged Mormon concept of the divine, removed the passages
that reflected the earlier modalistic position of the church" (p. 32).
We find two categories of changes, only one of which actually re-

26.
passage

See Mosiah

III, p. 166 (5:7), and Ether l, p. 544 (3:14). Widmer

as evidence

shows that Christ

for Book of Mormon
refers to himself

modaJism,

but the wording

of the passage

not as his own Father but as the adoptive

those who follow him.
27.

offers the latter

Note the similar wording in Mosiah VIII, p. 186 (15:1-4).

Father of
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moved apparently modalistic language from the Book of Mormon
(and in only two verses).
The first category is a series of changes in which language is
changed from "God" to "Son of God." This category includes two
verses. In the first edition (I 830), 1 Nephi III, p. 25, reads, "the virgin
which thou seest, is the mother of God, after the manner of the flesh."
Joseph changed it to read, "the virgin whom thou seest is the mother
of the Son of God, after the manner of the flesh" (I Nephi 11:18).
Also, 1 Nephi Ill, p. 26, reads, "[The Lamb of God] was taken by the
people; yea, the Everlasting God, was judged of the world." It was
changed to read, "[The Lamb of God] was taken by the people; yea,
the Son of the everlasting God was judged of the world" (1 Nephi
11:32). Before the changes were made, these verses were actually evidentially neutral as between trinitarianism and modalism, as previously discussed. The changes that were made thus provide no significant evidence for Widmer's thesis. Since the Father and the Son are
both referred to as "God," the changes simply make clear which
member of the Godhead is being referred to.
The second group of revisions involves changes from Christ's being referred to as "the Father" to his being referred to as "the Son of
the Father." First Nephi Ill, p. 26, originally read, "behold the Lamb
of God, yea, even the Eternal Father." It was changed to read, "Behold
the Lamb of God, yea, even the Son of the Eternal Father" (l Nephi
11:21). Also, 1 Nephi Ill, p. 32, originally read, "[these records] shall
make known to all ... that the Lamb of God is the Eternal Father and
the Saviour of the world." It was changed to read, "[ these records]
shall make known to all ... that the Lamb of God is the Son of the
Eternal Father, and the Savior of the world" (I Nephi 13:40). Since
both Christ and his Father are referred to as Father, these revisions
can also be plausibly understood as attempts to clarify which member of the Godhead is being referenced.
It must also be recognized that Joseph did not alter the majority of
the apparently modalistic passages in the Book of Mormon. This fact
alone should be enough to cause us to look for other reasons for the
changes. If Joseph were really trying to change the doctrines of the Book
of Mormon, why did he neglect so many passages? Disambiguation,
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as opposed to a sudden radical change in theology, provides the best
explanation of these editorial revisions.
The 1832 Account of the First Vision as Evidence for Early Mormon
Modalism
Widmer uses Joseph's first published account (1832) of his first
vision as further evidence of Joseph's early modal ism in that in this
version Joseph mentions only one divine personage appearing to
him. Widmer writes, "What appears to be a recurring theme throughout the various versions is the interpretation of the original event, in
light of the current theology. That is to say, as Joseph's theological interpretations shifted from modal ism to cosmic henotheism, the details of the vision expanded in the same direction. In a nutshell, this
can be seen as: while Joseph still held to basic modalistic concepts,
there appeared only one heavenly visitor" (p. 96). Thus Widmer
claims that Joseph's later versions of his vision (1835, 1838 canonized, and subsequent accounts), which depict two personages appearing to Joseph, are reconstructions of his initial experience, pragmatically crafted to fit with his continually changing understanding
of God.
The 1832 account, however, does not support the idea that Joseph was a modalist. In this account, the Savior ends his address to
Joseph with a reference to his Father: "Behold and 10, I come quickly
as it [is] written of me, in the cloud clothed in the glory of my
Father."2HIf Christ were referring here to another of his modes of appearance, why does he refer to the Father as my Father? It does not
seem plausible within a modalist paradigm that the resurrected
Christ, who had already regained the glory he had before his incarnation (see John 17:5, Luke 24:25-26), should refer to being clothed
with the glory of his Father at his second coming. Thus, whether the
1832 account explicitly mentions the appearance of the Father is irrelevant; Joseph's recollection of Christ's words indicates that he was
not a modalist at the time.
28. An Ameriwn Prophet's Record: The Diaries alld journals oOoseph Smith, ed. Scott H.
I'aulring, 2nd ed. (Salt Lake City: Signature

Rooks, 1989),6, emphasis

added.
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Because the 1832 account was written in his own journal,29 it
seems natural that Joseph would record those details that seemed
most important to him personally. Widmer assumes that since the
Prophet explicitly mentions only Christ's coming to visit him, it follows that the Father was not also present in that first visit. This is a
non sequitur. Joseph never asserts in the 1832 account that only one
personage visited him, nor does he claim that the information he includes provides an exhaustive account of his experience. Likely, this
account was mostly an attempt to record the spiritual impact that the
vision had on him personally.'o Joseph was praying specifically for the
forgiveness of his sins and to know which church to join; hence, he
recorded the answers to his questions. In the canonized 1838 account,
which includes much more detail than does the 1832 account, the
Father's role is limited to introducing his Son, using the words, "This
is my beloved Son, Hear Him."'1 After the Father's introduction, the
Son proceeds to teach Joseph Smith. Because the Savior was the being who instructed the Prophet, it could very well explain why Joseph
explicitly mentions only his appearance.
Binitarianism

(1834-42)

Widmer asserts that "Mormon theology shifted from a modalistic form of monotheism to binatarianism [sic] within the first three
years" (p. 6). According to the Oxford Dictionary of the Christian
Church, binitarianism is "the belief that there are only two Persons in
the Godhead instead of the three of the Trinity, thus involving the
denial of the deity of the Holy Spirit."12 Van Hale, Dan Vogel, and
Melodie Moench Charles-who,
among others, also affirm binitarianism as the second stage in the development of the Mormon understanding of God or at least as the doctrine taught in the Lectures on
29. Kent P. Jackson,
1996),71.

From Apostasy

to Restomtion

30. James B. Allen, "Eight Contemporary
Accounts
Learn from Them!" Improvement Em (April 1970): 5.

(Salt Lake City: Deseret

Book,

of the First Vision: What Do We

31.

Dan Vogel, cd., Early Mormon Documents (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1996),60.

32.

OxJimI [)ictionary

orthe Christian Church, s.v. "binitarianism."
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Faith-define
the term in its usual sense.n We argue that, so defined,
binitarianism has never been the Mormon view of God.
Widmer, however, in describing Mormon binitarianism, gives it a
strange definition. He says: "What is meant by binatarianism [sic] in
this case is that, while there exist three persons called God, they are
no longer defined in terms of their modes of operation. The binatarianism [sic] present in Mormonism during the mid-1830s can be described in the following way. While Mormonism did not have a clear
definition of the nature of God, it did make a distinction between the
Father and the Son. The Father and the Son were no longer seen as
the same person with different modes of operation and purpose"
(p. 59). Widmer provides no further explanation of how he uses the
term binitarianism in reference to Latter-day Saint belief in the mid1830s.
The problem with his statement is that what he describes is not
binitarianism. The mere fact, even if it were true, that Latter-day
Saints "no longer [saw the Father and the Son] as the same person
with different modes of operation and purpose" (p. 59) does not
constitute binitarianism. Given only this description, antimodalism
is the most that can be inferred from such a development. But
Widmer takes his description of the mid-1830s Mormon understanding of God still farther. He asserts that Latter-day Saints believed that "there exist [ed] three persons called God" (p. 59, emphasis
added). But this contradicts the very meaning of binitarianism, signifying, rather, a mode of trinitarianism or tritheism. If Widmer's position (call it what he may) is that the Mormon understanding of God
from 1834 to 1842 was some form of trinitarianism or tritheism,
then there is little to dispute.
Why, then, have so many writers labeled the Lectures on Faith
"binitarian"? Charles defines Mormon binitarianism thus: '''The
Lectures on Faith' described two personages in the Godhead with the

33.

See Van Hale, "DefIning

UpOIl Ulle,

Mormon

the Contemporary

Ii; see also Vogel, "Earliest
Christology."

Mormon

Mormon

Concept

Concept

of God," in Lille

of God," and Charles, "Book of
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Holy Ghost as the shared mind of the two gods."34 Indeed, the fifth
lecture does contain confusing passages which affirm that there are
only two personages in the Godhead and which do describe the Holy
Spirit as the "mind" of the Father and the Son-hence Charles's definition. We should note, however, that the fifth lecture does not teach
that the Godhead consists only of two entities, for it explicitly reads,
"We shall, in this lecture, speak of the Godhead-we
mean the
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. ... These three are one ... these three
constitute the great, matchless, governing and supreme, power over
all things ... and these three constitute the Godhead, and are one."35
While three entities constitute the Godhead, according to the fifth
lecture, only the Father and the Son are personages. Charles seems to
feel that while the fifth lecture does not deny the separateness of the
Holy Ghost, it does indicate that the Holy Ghost is not a deity, but
simply the "mind" of the Father and the Son-some kind of metaphysical link between them. This could be construed as binitarianism
in two ways: the Holy Ghost is not a person, or the Holy Ghost is not
divine. We will show, however, that the fifth lecture rejects neither the
Holy Ghost's divinity nor his personhood.
As evidence for Joseph's temporary espousal of binitarianism,
Widmer and others offer only the Lectures on Faith-in fact, only a
few passages from the fifth lecture can be found as evidence. In addition, Joseph continued to allow publication of the lectures in the
Doctrine and Covenants long after his supposed conversion to a belief in three (and even more) gods. Since Joseph never explicitly rejected the doctrines taught in the lectures, it seems that he did not
feel them to be binitarian works.
As we have already seen in our discussion of modal ism, the 1830
Book of Mormon, the Book of Commandments, and the pre-1834
34.

Charles,

"Book

of Mormon

Christology,"

Lectures on Faith as the basis for his second
Charles's definition
35.

103-4.

Because

stage in Mormon

may be close to what Widmer
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doctrinal
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development,

actually wants to argue.

Joseph Smith, Lectures on Faith: Prepared by the Prophet Joseph Smith-Delivered

to the School of the Prophets in Kirtland,
1985),59-60.

Ohio, 1834-35

(Salt Lake City: Deseret

Book,
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revelations included in the 1835 Doctrine and Covenants already
clearly separated the Holy Ghost from the Father and the Son and
portrayed him as a personal being. Particularly explicit passages are
found in 1 Nephi III, pp. 23-24 (l 0: 17; 11:1-11), in which Nephi sees
and converses with the Holy Ghost.36
Doctrine and Covenants XCI:7 (76:85-86), in which those who
inherit the telestial kingdom receive of the presence of the Holy
Ghost but not of the Father and the Son, is also very informativeY
These passages indicate that Joseph had received revelation disclosing
that the Holy Ghost is a person separate from the Father and the Son
several years before the publication of the Lectures on Faith. In addition, the Holy Ghost is described in revelation received prior to 1834
as someone who knows all things, testifies of the Father and the Son
(Book of Commandments XLIV:16 [D&C 42: 17] ),38 comforts (Book
of Commandments XXXVIII: 1 [D&C 36:2]), and gives gifts (Book of
Commandments XLIX: 12 [D&C 46: 11]). All these acts are personal
acts of a conscious individual, not the acts of an impersonal metaphysical entity.
Passages prior to the publication of the lectures that declare the
divinity of the Holy Ghost can also be found. The Holy Ghost is
mentioned numerous times in the same group as the Father and the
Son, all of whom are repeatedly referred to as "God." For example, in
the Book of Mormon Nephi refers to "the only true doctrine, of the
Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, which is one God"
(2 Nephi XIII, p. 120 [31:21]). Amulek refers to the fact that all must
be judged at "the bar of Christ the Son, and God the Father, and the
Holy Spirit, which is one Eternal God" (Alma VIII, p. 254 [11 :44]).
Moroni prays that "the Grace of God the Father, and also the Lord
Jesus Christ, and the Holy Ghost" may be in us (Ether V, p. 566
[12:41]). Thus, the Holy Ghost participates with the Father and the
Son in declaring doctrine, judging humankind, and dispensing grace.
Together with the Father and the Son, the three are one God. Alma
36.

See discussion

37.

Note that this revelation

Doctrine
38.

above, pp. 127-28.

and Covenants.

was included

See the discussion

See also 3 Nephi V, p. 478 (11 :36).

with the Lectures on Faith in the 1835

of these passages above, p. 117.
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also teaches that denying the Holy Ghost is an unpardonable sin (see
Alma XIX, p. 332 [39:6]). It seems clear that the Book of Mormon
teaches the divinity of the Holy Ghost-four
years before the Lectures on Faith were ever written.
As we have seen, prior to the Lectures on Faith, Joseph apparently
believed both that the Holy Ghost is a personal being and that he is
divine. If, indeed, Joseph meant to teach a binitarian conception of
the Godhead in the lectures, then doing so was a radical departure
from his prior position. A more likely conjecture is that Joseph never
changed his position so radically. Outside of these few problematic
passages in the Lectures on Faith, there is no evidence that Joseph
ever was a binitarian.
Let us examine the troublesome passages from the fifth lecture
more closely. These passages can be placed in two general categories:
those passages naming only two personages in the Godhead and
those passages describing the Holy Spirit as the "mind" of the Father
and the Son. Troublesome passages of the first type follow: "There
are two personages who constitute the great, matchless, governing
and supreme power over all things.".J9Again, "Q. How many personages are there in the Godhead? A. Two: the Father and the Son."40We
must admit that the Holy Spirit is not acknowledged to be a "personage," but it does not follow from this that the Holy Spirit cannot be
separated from the Father and the Son, that he is not divine, or that
he is not a person. "Personage" and "person" should not be confused.
It is quite likely that at the time of the writing of the lectures, Joseph
Smith, while he did understand the Holy Ghost to be a person, did
not yet understand that the Holy Ghost was a personage.4!
The term personage as it is used in the Lectures on Faith seems to
refer to a materially embodied person or, sometimes, merely to the
body of a person. The second edition of the Oxford English Dictionary indicates how the term personage was used at the time: "The body
of a person; chiefly with reference to appearance, stature, etc.; bodily
39.

Smith, l-ectures on Faith, 59.

40.
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frame, figure; personal appearance .... 1785. Cowper Let. To Lady
Hesketh 20-24 Dec., Half a dozen flannel waistcoats ... to be worn
... next to my personage."42 The fifth lecture, besides referring to the
Father and the Son as "personages," also refers to "the personage of
the Father."43 In this use, personage does not refer directly to the
Father, but to the body of the Father. The Father is referred to as "a
personage of spirit," but the Son, who is "a personage of tabernacle
... is also the express image and likeness of the personage of the
Father."44 Although the Holy Ghost is humanlike in form-"a
personage of Spirit" (D&C 130:22)-and therefore possesses a material
body, it is not clear that the Prophet understood this until the
Nauvoo period;45 it is plausible that Joseph believed that the Godhead consisted of three persons, but only two "personages" in the
sense of materially embodied persons.
The second category of troublesome passages describes the Holy
Spirit as the mind of the other two members of the Godhead: "[The
Son] possessing the same mind with the Father, which mind is the
Holy Spirit, that bears record of the Father and the Son, and these
three are one."46 Although Widmer assumes that the Holy Ghost in
this passage must be the mind of the Father and the Son in some
mysterious metaphysical manner, a more likely interpretation, given
the external evidence, is that the Holy Ghost simply conveys and executes the mind of the Father and the Son. The Lord revealed through
Joseph Smith as early as 1831 that "whatsoever [priesthood holders]
shall speak when moved upon by the Holy Ghost shall be scripture,
shall be the will of the Lord, shall be the mind of the Lord, shall be the
42.
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43.
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word of the Lord" (D&C 68:4). The Holy Ghost conveys to mankind
the mind of the Lord; hence, the Holy Ghost can coherently be understood as the "mind" of the Father and the Son without this being
understood as merely some nonpersonal metaphysical link between
the two.
The fifth lecture, in fact, teaches that even the human followers
of Christ can possess the "same mind" as the Father and the Son. In
this way, they "become one in [Christ], even as the Father, Son and
Holy Spirit are one."47 In also referring to the Holy Ghost as the
"mind" of the Father and the Son, the fifth lecture seems to be emphasizing the unity of the Godhead. The Father, Son, and Holy Ghost
are perfectly unified in mind and will, just as their followers can be
through Christ.
The lectures are certainly ambiguous and incomplete, but they
do not represent a move toward binitarianism in the mind of Joseph
Smith. If they did, we should find more evidence of binitarian teachings in contemporaneous documents and, subsequently, some kind
of repudiation of the lectures. In addition, we should not find so
much evidence that Joseph knew and understood the separateness
and divinity of the Holy Ghost prior to the publication of the Lectures on Faith. The most logical conclusion is that a binitarian reading of the fifth lecture is not the best reading and that binitarianism
was never a stage in Joseph's developing understanding of the Godhead.
The Adam-God Theory
One of Widmer's assertions is that the early Utah period of
church history was marked by a new and inconsistent development
in the Latter-day Saint concept of God. This concept, espoused by
Brigham Young, has come to be known as the Adam-God theory. According to Widmer, the theory was an attempt on the part of Brigham Young to correlate some of the doctrines and sermons of Joseph
Smith into an understandable
theory. Widmer claims that "the
Adam-God doctrine appears to have been the dominant Mormon
47.

Ibid.
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theological position on the godhead during the latter half of the 19th
century" (p. 131). The Adam-God theory may have been taught by
Brigham Young, but it was never the dominant position of the church.
At least four reasons lead us to believe that the Adam-God theory
was not the dominant Mormon position Widmer claimed it to be.
First, the theory itself was so little known within the LOS community
that for the first half of the twentieth century, many questioned
whether Brigham Young had even held the idea himself.4H
Second, other than Brigham Young's discourses; a few sermons
by Brigham Young's close associate and brother-in-law, Heber C.
Kimball; and a few items published by Frederick G. Williams in the
English Mission, far from the center of the Saints, the church was
silent on the subject.49 The prominent exception to this, of course,
was Elder Orson Pratt, who was quite vociferous in his opposition to
the theory.5u In his polemical and strongly anti-Brigham Young book,
The Rocky Mountain Saints, apostate T. B. H. Stenhouse wrote that
"The mass of the Mormon people do not believe in the Adam-deity,
but of them all, one only, Orson Pratt, has dared to make public protest against that doctrine."51
Third, even Brigham Young seems to have granted that his theory
was not widely accepted and was, at the least, difficult to understand.
In President Young's later comments on his theory, he admitted that
the subject should "not concern us at present."52 Indeed, speaking five
years after that statement, President Young admitted that in considering God's history,
when we arrive at that point, a vail is dropt, and our knowledge is cut off. Were it not so, you could trace back your history to the Father of our spirits in the eternal world ....
Whether Adam is the personage that we should consider our
48.

See, for example,

McConkie
49.

Rodney

Theology"

Joseph

fielding

(Salt Lake City: Bookcraft,
Turner,

(master's

"The

Smith,

Doctrines

Position

of Adam

thesis, Brigham Young University,

50.

Widmer

51.

As cited in Turner, "Position

52.

Journal of Discourses, 5:332.

of Salvation,

ed. Bruce R.

1954), 1:96-06.

admits as much (d. pp. 133-37).
of Adam," 38.

in Latter-day
1953),38.

Saint

Scripture

and

WIDMER,

THE NATURE

OF GOD (BRUENING

AND PAULSEN)

• 141

heavenly Father, or not, is considerable of a mystery to a
good many. I do not care for one moment how that is; it is
no matter whether we are to consider Him our God, or
whether His Father, or His Grandfather.53
Finally, shortly after Brigham Young's death the church officially
stated in three First Presidency messages that Adam is not to be confused with God the Father or any other member of the Godhead.54 A
private letter coauthored by President Wilford Woodruff-fourth
president of the church and a contemporary of Brigham Young-and
Apostle Joseph F. Smith makes clear that the Adam-God theory was
never widely held nor accepted by the church as an official doctrine:
President Young no doubt expressed his personal opinion or views upon the subject. What he said was not given as
revelation or commandment from the Lord. The doctrine
was never submitted to the councils of the Priesthood nor to
the Church for approval or ratification, and was never formally or otherwise accepted by the Church. It is therefore in
no sense binding upon the Church. 55
Widmer's claim that the Adam-God theory was the accepted
LDS doctrine during the latter half of the nineteenth century is without basis. The theory was never official doctrine; neither was it widely
accepted by the Saints. It was refuted by the leaders of the church not
long after Brigham Young's death, and it is not accepted today.
53.
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Talmage's Synthesis: Refined Cosmic Henotheism
Widmer's thesis throughout his book is that modern LDS theology is radically different today than it was at the church's founding
(see, for example, pp. 156-57). He asserts that the "new Mormon
theology" is largely the innovation of three LDS theologians: B. H.
Roberts, John A. Widtsoe, and James E. Talmage, who would change
the status of "cosmic henotheism" from speculation to doctrine. The
Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church defines henotheism as "a
primitive form of faith which, as distinct from monotheism ... recognizes the existence of several gods, but regards one particular god
as the deity of the family or tribe; makes him the centre of its worship; and in its relations with him neglects for practical purposes the
existence of others."5~ Unfortunately, Widmer fails to explicitly define
what he means by cosmic henotheism. The closest he comes to providing such a definition is hidden in a footnote to his introduction.
Here he writes,
Mormonism's doctrine of God has been defined as being
polytheistic because of the belief in distinct beings called
Gods. While this appears to be the sentiment expressed by
Joseph Smith in his sermon of April 7, 1844, there have been
attempts to show that a unity exists among these beings.
Mormonism does not follow Nicene Christological terminology (i.e., using essence and nature to define the unity of
the beings). Rather, Mormonism chooses to concentrate on
the distinctiveness of persons and unity of purpose among
the beings. This concept attained its present status through
the work of James E. Talmage. Essentially applying the term
polytheism to Mormonism is inaccurate. While Mormons do
believe that a plurality of Gods exist they do not worship a
plurality of Gods. It is perhaps better to speak of Mormonism then as a henotheistic movement. That is to say, while
there exist many Gods, Mormons worship only one God.
(p.163)
56.
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Hence, Widmer's "cosmic henotheism" appears on the surface to be
very close to traditional henotheism.
Widmer claims that through the writings of James E. Talmage,
the Mormon doctrine of the Godhead became consistent throughout
the church. In his view, Talmage had such an effect on Latter-day
Saint beliefs that he created a "new Mormonism" through his presentation of the first clear Mormon doctrines (p. 7), which Widmer
claims are henotheistic.
This section shows (I) that James E. Talmage did not create a
"new Mormonism" and (2) that modern (that is, twentieth-century)
LDS belief does not espouse those aspects of theology that Widmer
labels as henotheistic; more accurate and descriptive labels can and
should be applied to modern (twentieth-century)
LDS belief in the
Godhead than "henotheism" provides.
Talmage and a "New Mormonism"
Widmer argues that it was "primarily through the work of Apostle
James E. Talmage that the past seventy years of doctrinal speculation
lwere I correlated .... Talmage's correlation ... resulted in the birth of
a new Mormonism" (p. 7). According to Widmer, prior to Talmage,
"early 20th-century Mormonism consisted of a series of inharmonious, speculative theories, or theological options, that centered
around a henotheistic concept of the divine" (p. 143). While Talmage
does not seem to have created a "new Mormonism," Widmer is correct in claiming that Talmage was extremely influential in providing a
clear and authoritative statement of Mormon doctrine. However,
Widmer misrepresents Talmage's teachings. In this section, we examine Widmer's assertions regarding Talmage's theology and compare
them with Talmage's actual theology, arguing that he introduced very
few new concepts and ignored, rather than reconciled, the speculative doctrines of which Widmer writes.
We focus our analysis here on l~llmage's most systematic doctrinal
exposition, The Articles of Faith. Widmer's description of the book is
found in one paragraph. Ignoring the majority of the work, Widmer
focuses on the single chapter that deals with the nature of the Godhead. He labels this chapter-and
the entire work-"an
attempt to
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reconcile the Church's early theological position, modalism, with the
current plurality of Gods concept" (p. 150). Widmer correctly notes
that Talmage rejects the idea that the unity of the Trinity is a unity of
substance. But from this, he incorrectly concludes that Mormonism
must have officially rejected modal ism in favor of henotheism. In rejecting the doctrine of one substance, Talmage does thereby reject
both modal ism and classical trinitarianism, but it does not follow that
he affirms henotheism. Neither is he presenting new doctrine; instead, he is systematically presenting already existent doctrineY
Talmage is very methodical in his presentation of the Mormon
understanding of the Godhead. First, we are presented with the Trinity
itself. Talmage makes it clear to the reader that the classical term
Trinity is to be equated with the Mormon theological term Godhead.58
Indeed, Talmage dedicates an entire subsection to the discussion of
the unity of the Godhead. In this section, he clearly distinguishes
between the members of the Godhead as separate beings but also
clearly states that "The godhead I trinity] is a type of unity in the attributes, powers, and purposes of its members."5Y
Talmage next proceeds to outline the LDS position: that we reject
both modalism, which declares that the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost
are all different modes or manifestations of the same being, and classical trinitarianism, which declares that the three members of the
Trinity are a single substance.6o Each member of the Godhead is a
separately identifiable "personal being,"61 all of whom are "physically
distinct from each other."62 Likewise, each member of the Trinity is
rightly called God.6.' And while the unity of the Trinity is not one of
substance, it is one of purpose and will:
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The mind of anyone member of the Trinity is the mind of
the others;64 seeing as each of them does with the eye of perfection, they see and understand alike. Under any given conditions each would act in the same way, guided by the same
principles of unerring justice and equity .... their unity of
purpose and operation is such as to make their edicts one,
and their will the will of God.65
These ideas are not new. As already discussed, the LDS doctrine
of the Godhead never was modalistic. And early on, it was clear from
scriptural data that each member of the Godhead is a separate person and that the Trinity is one in purpose, attributes, and power, but
not in substance. The various speculations that Widmer claims Talmage reconciled did not relate to the unity of the Godhead nor to
any doctrine found in The Articles of Faith; they dealt with the origin
of God the Father and of mankind. The Articles of Faith does not pretend to answer these questions. Instead, this work emphatically reaffirms the basic doctrines of the church: that the Saints worship the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost; that these three are separate
personages; and that they are one God, perfectly united in attributes,
power, and purpose. Instead of reconciling the speculations of the
age, The Articles of Faith leaves these ideas where it found them: as interesting speculations.66
One more of Talmage's works deserves mention. Widmer notes
that Talmage authored a 1916 official church statement that was "attempting to reconcile contradictory Book of Mormon passages with
64.
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the new views on the godhead" (p. 152),67 thereby claiming that the
church, in issuing the statement, was attempting to reconcile its
modalistic past with its modern henotheistic position. The statement, entitled "The Father and the Son," sets forth four ways in
which a member of the Godhead can be referred to as "Father": as
our literal father (God the Father), as creator (any member of the
Godhead), as father of those who abide in the gospel (Jesus Christ),
or as one speaking through divine investiture of authority (the Son
or the Holy Ghost). None of these doctrines, excepting perhaps divine investiture of authority, was new at the time. Divine investiture
of authority is the process by which the Father allows the Son or the
Holy Ghost to speak in his name, as if the Son or the Holy Ghost
were the Father. This doctrine provides an interesting explanation
through which to understand the apparently modalistic verses in the
Book of Mormon, but it certainly is not a necessary explanation; the
Book of Mormon itself describes Christ as creator (see Mosiah 3:8)
and as father of those who abide in the gospel (see Mosiah 15: 10-11).
Thus, the principle of divine investiture of authority was a new doctrine, but it was certainly not a doctrine needed to reconcile "contradictory Book of Mormon passages." Nor did it contribute to a "new
Mormonism."
LDS Henotheism
Widmer's claim that modern Mormons believe in some form of
henotheism may come from one or more of three sources: (1) Some
modern Latter-day Saints believe in the existence of gods outside of
the Godhead. (2) Latter-day Saints believe that the three members of
the Godhead are each individually equally divine and equally God.
(3) Mormonism asserts that humans may become gods. We argue
that the first belief, while henotheistic, has never been an official doctrine of the church. The second belief is quintessential trinitarian ism;
the third, the LDS doctrine of deification, is perfectly compatible
with trinitarianism.
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While it cannot be denied that some members of the church accept the existence of gods outside of the Godhead, no official doctrine exists concerning this matter, canonized or otherwise. Speculations concerning a plurality of gods usually begin with Joseph
Smith's King Follett Discourse68 and a couplet by Lorenzo Snow.69
Joseph Smith and Lorenzo Snow seem to have taught, in essence, that
God the Father was once a man and that he progressed to godhood.
Nineteenth-century
members of the church and even General Authorities, including Lorenzo Snow, may have used the King Follett
Discourse in order to speculate about the origins of God, but modern (twentieth-century)
LDS teachings about the origin of God or
about a plurality of gods are hard to find. While the belief in gods beyond the Godhead does constitute henotheism, that there mayor
may not be other gods besides the three Gods worshiped by Mormons is a matter of speculation, not of official doctrine. Hence, the
label of henotheism should not be applied to official LDS doctrine.
The official, canonical belief of the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints is authoritatively set forth in the document which
has come to be known as the Articles of Faith. The very first article
reads, "We believe in God, the Eternal Father, and in His Son, Jesus
Christ, and in the Holy Ghost." There is no equivocation within this
article: we believe in one God and in three divine personages.
Widmer and others claim that, other gods aside, Latter-day Saints
are henotheists because they believe in three separate personages,
each of whom is God and who together do not constitute a single
substance. This is certainly an official LDS belief, but it does not constitute henotheism. In henotheism, many gods are recognized but
only one is worshiped. This is not the official LDS doctrine. In Mormonism, the Father is recognized as supreme and the font of divinity,
but three personages who are God are worshiped. This is not henotheism. Instead, it is either tritheism or social trinitarianism. Because
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of the unity that is emphasized in the Godhead, we argue that LOS
belief is most correctly termed social trinitarianism.
Tritheism means "belief in three separate and individual gods."70
This is contrasted with classical trinitarianism, in which "Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit are three Persons in one Godhead. They share the
same essence or substance. Yet they are three 'persons."'71 The key difference between the two doctrines is found in the unity among the
three divine persons. In tritheism, the three Gods are unified only in
the sense that they are all divine or all have a similar origin.?2 In trinitarianism, on the other hand, the three persons who are God are unified and can collectively be referred to as "God."
Mormonism differs from classical trinitarianism in that it denies
that the three persons of the Godhead are a single substance. Instead,
they are unified in purpose. Mormonism, however, is not tritheistic
because, while recognizing three separate divine persons, it recognizes them as being one God. This doctrine is similar to that of a
growing movement in Christian theology called social trinitarian ism
that is being advanced on several fronts. Cornelius Plantinga, a professor of theology at Calvin College, has explained this view of the
Godhead very clearly.?3 Social trinitarian ism teaches that although
the three members of the Trinity are three distinct persons, they are
so interrelated in function and purpose that they constitute one
Godhead, or governing body. Plantinga writes that the three members of the Godhead are "distinct centers of knowledge, will, love,
and action."74 At the same time, there exists only one God for three
reasons. First, there exists only one Father and thus "only one font of
divinity." Second, there is one divine essence or Godhood. This could
include a list of attributes that apply to anyone called God. Finally,
and most important, there is only one Trinity.?5 Because Mormonism
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believes that there is only one God in all three of these senses, Mormon belief more closely fits the three criteria presented by social
trinitarian ism than it does the criteria presented by tritheism. In any
case, Mormonism is not hen atheistic.
The last issue we address here is the idea that Mormons are henotheists because they believe that men may progress to become godsthat is, like God.?6 Given this type of doctrine, it is understandable that
an observer could infer some kind of Mormon henotheism. We argue, however, that the doctrine of theosis does not imply henotheism.
While Mormons may believe in many gods in the form of exalted
sons and daughters of our Father in Heaven, we should distinguish
this godhood from the supreme Godhood of the Trinity. Humans
can progress to an exalted state in which they will acquire many of
the attributes of God, but they will never become equal with the
Godhead. Doctrine and Covenants 132 teaches the official LDS doctrine of theosis, noting that those who are exalted will be gods (with
a lowercase g, v. 20), but nowhere in official doctrinal sources is it
taught that humans will ever become equal with the Godhead or become Gods (with an uppercase G) in the same sense in which the
Godhead is God. Elder Boyd K. Packer, a current member of the
Quorum of the Twelve, confirms this very point:
The Father is the one true God. This thing is certain: no
one will ever ascend above Him; no one will ever replace
Him. Nor will anything ever change the relationship that we,
His literal offspring, have with Him. He is Eloheim, the
Father. He is God. Of Him there is only one. We revere our
Father and our God; we worship Him.
There is only one Christ, one Redeemer. We accept the
divinity of the Only Begotten Son of God in the flesh. We accept the promise that we may become joint heirs with Him.??
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Because Latter-day Saints recognize that the Godhead is the only God
in the highest sense of the word, Mormonism is not henotheistic.
Although Widmer credits Talmage for reconciling doctrinal confusion in order to create a "new" Mormonism of refined cosmic henotheism, Talmage did nothing of the sort. There was indeed much
doctrinal speculation prior to Talmage, some of it henotheistic; but
Talmage's contribution was to reaffirm the basic LDS doctrines of the
Trinity, not to reconcile these speculations. What Latter-day Saints,
including Talmage, have always taught is very close to social trinitarianism, not to henotheism.

Other Erroneous or Questionable

Historical Claims

Aside from misdrawing his trajectory of Mormon doctrinal development, Widmer makes several other dubious or questionable
historical and theological claims. Although these are not central to
our critique, a few of these need to be mentioned and either clarified
or refuted.
The Destruction of the Nauvoo Expositor
In describing the destruction of the Nauvoo Expositor, Widmer
falls into the trap of interpreting an event from 1844 in terms of our
modern understanding. Dallin H. Oaks, currently a member of the
Quorum of the Twelve Apostles and formerly a professor of law at
the University of Chicago, has written perhaps the most definitive
work on the subject.78 Today, he points out, any suppression of the
press, particularly a suppression that involved destruction of the
newspapers and of the printing press involved, would certainly be
considered illegal. Elder Oaks, however, argues that because of the
provisions of the Nauvoo Charter, the actions of Joseph Smith and
the Nauvoo city council in suppressing the publication of the Expositor and in destroying all copies of the newspaper were legal-except
78. Dallin H. Oaks, "The Suppression
(I 965): 862~903.
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should be protected from violence, ... telling them that if the troops
marched the next morning to Nauvoo, as he then expected, they
would probably be taken along in order to ensure their personal
safety."84Against his word, Governor Ford did not take the prisoners
with him to Nauvoo on 27 June 1844. The Prophet and those with
him were left to the Carthage Greys, a part of the mob known for
their violence and their threats against Joseph and Hyrum Smith.8)
The anti-Mormon Carthage militia was disbanded by Governor Ford,
but the men, rather than being ordered to march to their homes, were
allowed to stay in Carthage.
Prior to the martyrdom, Joseph Smith was well aware that a
group of conspirators had formed in order to murder him and his
brother Hyrum, as well as other important men in the church.86 When
Joseph Smith was in jail at Carthage, Thomas C. Sharp, who had organized an anti-Mormon political party in 1841, wrote in the Warsaw Signal: "We have seen and heard enough to convince us that Joe
Smith is not safe out of Nauvoo, and we would not be surprised to
hear of his death by violent means in a short time. He has deadly enemies .... The feeling of this country ... will break forth in fury upon
the slightest provocation."87 Joseph Smith knew that he would die at
Carthage. As he left Nauvoo, he stated, "I am going like a lamb to the
slaughter:'88
The day and evening of the martyrdom (27 June), General Deming, who had command of the Carthage Greys, was to guard the jail,
but he left during the day for fear of losing his life.89The main group
was in the public square, while eight individuals were to guard the
prisoners under the command of Sergeant Frank A. Worrell. "The
disbanded mob militia had come up to Carthage to the number of

84.
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two hundred, with their faces blackened with powder and mud .... it
was then arranged that the guard at the jail should load with blank
cartridges and that the mob should attack the prison and meet with
some show of resistance."9o
Joseph had been given a weapon earlier that day by Cyrus H.
Wheelock, who had come to the jail to get messages to carry back
to Nauvoo. The gun was a small one, known as a "pepper-box" re91
volver. According to Truman G. Madsen, a few individuals attempted
to save the Prophet's life by testifying in his behalf. Stephen Markham even offered to exchange clothes so that the Prophet could escape in disguise, but Joseph declined.92 "After all these efforts, the only
real thing the Prophet had between him and the final scene was a pistol which Cyrus Wheelock had brought him."93The prisoners had only
two pistols and two walking sticks with which to defend themselves.94
Sometime after 5:00 P.M., when the prisoners had been notified
that Stephen Markham had been driven from Carthage by the mob,
"there was a slight rustling at the outer door of the jail, and a cry of
surrender, then a discharge of three or four guns. The plot had been
carried out: two hundred of the mob came rushing into the jail
yard."95 George Q. Cannon reports that many members of the mob
"rushed up the stairs while others fired through the open windows of
the jail into the room where the brethren were confined. The four
prisoners sprang against the door, but the murderers burst it partly
open and pushed their guns into the room."96 As John Taylor and
Willard Richards tried to knock the guns from the hands of the mob,
a "shower of bullets came up the stairway and through the door."97
"Continual discharges of musketry came into the room."98
90.
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According to the account in the History of the Church, John
Taylor continued to try to ward off the guns of the mobsters until the
guns extended approximately half their length into the room. Deciding that it was useless to fight, he tried to jump out of the window, at
which point he was shot.99 Hyrum was also shot. "When Hyrum fell,
Joseph exclaimed, 'Oh dear, brother Hyrum!' and opening the door a
few inches he discharged his six shooter in the stairway, ... two or
three barrels of which missed fire." 100Finally, Joseph dropped his pistol and attempted to jump from the window but was shot in the
chest and fell out of the window.]O] Madsen reports that thirty-six
bullets were fired into the prisoners' room within two minutes. Joseph and Hyrum each received five bullets, and John Taylor was shot
four times.]02
These descriptions of the martyrdom hardly depict a "gun battle."
The prisoners were locked inside their room, had no more than two
guns, and were trying to defend themselves against an armed mob of
at least two hundred men. As Dallin H. Oaks and Marvin S. Hill
write, "The murder of Joseph and Hyrum Smith at Carthage, lllinois,
was not a spontaneous, impulsive act by a few personal enemies of
the Mormon leaders, but a deliberate political assassination, committed or condoned by some of the leading citizens in Hancock County."] 0.1
Some may ask why Joseph used any weapons if he knew he was
to die at Carthage. Apparently, he was more concerned with the wellbeing of those with whom he was associated than with his own. The
Prophet had "promised those brethren in the name of the Lord that
he would defend them even if it meant giving up his life."]04He had
given his word to the Saints in 1842 that, "When my enemies take
away my rights, I will bear it and keep out of the way; but if they take
away your rights, I will fight for yoU."IO"Joseph clearly did not con-
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done the oppression of his people. On 18 June, Joseph had told the
Nauvoo Legion, "while I live, I will never tamely submit to the dominion of cursed mobocracy."loo On the issue of using a gun at Carthage, Joseph and Hyrum agreed that they disliked the idea, but Joseph thought it necessary for them to defend themselves.IO? Joseph
said, "Could my brother Hyrum but be liberated it would not matter
so much about me."IOHIt has been speculated that when Joseph finally tried to escape from the window, he did so in order to save the
life of Willard Richards, since it was Joseph the assassins wanted to
kill. Joseph was shot from behind two or three times before he fell
out of the window.lo9 Even after the Prophet had fallen from the window, the murderers continued to shoot at his dead body.IIO
The Prophet Joseph Smith and his brother Hyrum were murdered by a large group of angry mobsters. They did shoot at the
mobsters, but only in defense of their lives. To make this gruesome,
plotted murder sound as though it were the result of some sort of
duel, with each party acting with similar ferocity, is highly inaccurate
and insulting.

Widmer's Questionable Methodological Assumptions
In addition to its historical inaccuracies, Mormonism and the Nature of God is a work flawed by faulty methodological and hermeneutical assumptions. In this section, we point out some of the faulty assumptions and trace the incoherencies to which they lead. Many of
these assumptions may be due to an incomplete understanding of
Mormon doctrine, but we cannot avoid the conclusion that Widmer
is doing exactly what he accuses Mormon historians of doing: allowing his "faith commitment"-in
this case, to purely secular hypotheses-to overshadow his research and to find expression in a purely
"apologetical style of writing" (p. 8).
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In his foreword to the book, Irving Hexham lauds Widmer's
work as "a model of scholarship for religious studies" (p. 2) and sets
forth several criteria that he used to make this startling judgment. We
examine each of these criteria in terms of both the methodology that
Widmer proposes in his introduction and the methodology that he
actually follows.
First, Hexham states that
Widmer is not content to understand the history of Mormonism in terms of its later development while ignoring the
subtle changes that have occurred in our language that alter
perceptions of Mormon texts. Rather, following Von Ranke,
he seeks to discover the essence of Mormon history by situating specific events in equally specific historical contexts.
Therefore, unlike other writers, he does not assume that the
meaning of the texts is self-evident, or that what was true in
1880 was equally true fifty years earlier in 1830. Instead he
asks, What did this or that event or statement mean when it
first occurred or was uttered? How did Joseph Smith's contemporaries understand his words and deeds? (pp. 1-2)
We take this to mean that a good historical analysis of Mormonism
should not simply examine the historical record in terms of modern
Mormon understanding. Texts dating from the 1830s should be examined in light of contemporaneous
exterior evidence in order to
find their original meaning and significance.
Does Widmer follow this guideline? In his introduction, Widmer
claims to supplement secondary works "with primary and archival
sources to document any reconstruction of Mormon doctrine" (p. 8).
Among these sources, he lists Christian writings of the early and
mid-1800s directed against early Mormons and writings by early
Mormons other than the Prophet. These writings include apologetical tracts, newspapers, official church histories, and diaries. Using
these primary sources, Widmer hopes to draw conclusions concerning Joseph's theology and properly interpret early Mormon stances
on doctrine.
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Unfortunately, rather than reading a modern Mormon interpretation into original texts, Widmer imposes his own interpretation.
He declares that "all speeches of the Church's leaders, or 'General
Authorities,' will be considered as true expressions of Latter-day Saint
thought" (p. 10). If Widmer means that every statement made by a
General Authority is indicative of general Latter-day Saint understanding, his claim is certainly questionable. In context, however, he
seems to be making the even more fantastic claim that every General
Authority's statement should be considered as an authoritative expression of Mormon doctrine. Such an assumption will, of course,
lead one to conclude that the church has held myriads of contradictory positions.
For Latter-day Saints, only the president of the church is authorized to receive revelation or to declare doctrine for the church as a
whole. Oliver Cowdery, who at the time was second only to Joseph in
the church's leadership, was taught this principle plainly in a revelation received in 1830.
It shall be given unto thee that thou shalt be heard by the
church in all things whatsoever thou shalt teach them by the
Comforter, concerning the revelations and commandments
which I have given. But, behold, verily, verily, I say unto thee,
no one shall be appointed to receive commandments and
revelations in this church excepting my servant Joseph
Smith, Jun., for he receiveth them even as Moses .... And if
thou art led at any time by the Comforter to speak or teach,
or at all times by the way of commandment unto the church,
thou mayest do it. But thou shalt not write by way of commandment, but by wisdom; And thou shalt not command
him who is at thy head, and at the head of the church; For I
have given him the keys of the mysteries, and the revelations
which are sealed, until I shall appoint unto them another in
his stead. (D&C 28:1-2, 4-7)
In 1831, when other members were influenced by some who claimed
to have received revelation, the Lord reiterated, "There is none other
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appointed unto you to receive commandments and revelations until
[Joseph Smith] be taken" (D&C 43:3). This principle, that the president is the only person authorized to receive revelation and to declare doctrine for the church, has always been taught and practiced in
the church.
In addition, it has also been long recognized that not every statement given by the prophet and president of the church is doctrinally
authoritative for the church. This is not new doctrine; it harks back
to the earliest days of the church. Joseph Smith once said, "This morning I ... visited with a brother and sister from Michigan, who
thought that 'a prophet is always a prophet'; but I told them that a
prophet was a prophet only when he was acting as such." III Even
though a man has been called as a prophet, that person does not gain
a mysterious quality of inerrancy; only when the prophet is acting or
speaking as a prophet are his words finally authoritative for the
church.112
And here, too, the Lord has established an important safeguard:
the law of common consent. The Lord introduced this law in an 1830
revelation given to Oliver Cowdery: "For all things must be done in
order, and by common consent in the church, by the prayer of faith"
(D&C 28: 13; see also 26:2). Throughout the history of the church,
items to be included in the church's canon have been voted on by the
members of the church. Tn addition, several policy changes have been
presented to the church body to be voted on (see D&C Official
Declarations 1 and 2). Other doctrinal declarations have been made
through official church statements from the First Presidency or
Quorum of the Twelve, which quorum(s) first voted on the doctrine
in question. How, then, do we determine the official position of the
church? Anyone wishing to conduct such a study should appeal first
to scripture that has been voted on and canonized by the church and
second to official statements given by the First Presidency. Any other
statements should be judged against these official doctrines.
III.
112.
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Widmer, however, follows his methodological assumption that
all speeches by church leaders are to be considered definitive-only
when it suits his purposes. Any speech that can be considered counterevidence for his thesis is simply discounted as a personal conviction
of the speaker. For example, Widmer discounts the teachings of the
Book of Abraham regarding a plurality of gods because, while the
book "may represent Smith's personal theological reflections, it cannot be taken to represent the prevalent Mormon view of God in the
early 1840s" (p. 79). Other statements made by Joseph Smith about a
plurality of gods prior to the King Follett Discourse are also discounted: "Are the revelations to be considered authoritative expressions of the church's beliefs, or the personal beliefs of an individual? I
would tend to hold to the latter" (p. 86). This is quite a methodological departure from Widmer's earlier claims, especially in light of the
counterevidence that he presents in the very next paragraph: "We
have accounts that seem to indicate that individual Mormons in the
early 1840s appear to have believed in the plurality of Gods" (p. 86).
We must conclude that Widmer is more interested in supporting his
own theses than he is in consistently following a proper methodology.
Despite his claims to present contemporaneous documentary evidellCe in order to support his reconstruction of the development of
Mormon doctrine, Widmer offers little evidence outside of the canonized scripture of the church. Instead of presenting the early Saints'
understanding of scripture, Widmer is wont to interpret any isolated
passage of scripture as a proof text for his thesis. This is most evident
in his treatment of the Book of Mormon, from which he selects isolated proof texts. He also misinterprets the fifth lecture on faith. This
leads him to claim that the "official doctrine of the Church" in the
1840s is a binitarian doctrine (p. 69). His only evidence for such a claim
is a small section of the fifth lecture on faith. Where is the external
evidence that Widmer claims to muster in support of his thesis?
Widmer also misinterprets the Mormon claim that the gospel as
it has been revealed through modern prophets is a restoration of the
gospel known to ancient prophets. He assumes that the concept of a
restoration of doctrine through Joseph Smith means that every dispensation receives the same set of revealed doctrines instantly, as if in

160 • FARMS REVIEWOF BOOKS 13/2 (2001)

one fell SWOOp. This leads him to the conclusion
no variance

in teachings

between

the present

early belief system ....

If a variance

mon

concepts,

restored

could

Smith

those
claim

these concepts
Church?"

exists between

by Smith,

to have restored

were not present

that "there

can be

belief system and the
the earliest Mor-

and later concepts,

primitive

how

Christianity,

at the foundation

when

of the Mormon

(p. 65).

This is not, however, the Mormon
each dispensation
certainly

view of the restoration.

has not received everything

not in a systematic

"line upon line, precept

gain the fulness
everything

receives the "fulness
every truth

the fulness of the gospel "consists

trines, ordinances,

powers

and authorities

of salvation."113

that mankind

practiced.
revealed

that God pos-

needed

to enable men to

God gives to each dispensation

needs to know in order to receive exalta-

everything

Joseph Smith referred

a previous

everything

dispensation

to "knowledge

that he
knew or

... that has not been

since the world was until now, which our forefathers

waited with anxious
The modern

of

in those laws, doc-

tion, but he does not reveal to every dispensation
knows nor necessarily

receives truth

here a little and there a little"

each dispensation

the Gospel," this fulness need not contain
sesses. Instead,

God has to reveal, and

form. Each dispensation

upon precept,

(2 Nephi 28:30). Although

Rather,

expectation

dispensation,

to be revealed

have

in the last times."

or the "dispensation

of the fulness

114

of

times will bring to light the things that have been revealed in all former
dispensations;

also other things that have not been before revealed."

Today's dispensation

has received and will continue

than any other single dispensation
clusion

that Mormon

development

of doctrine

In addition,

113.

throughout

Hence, Widmer's

ism precludes

con-

any variance

or

is false.

a dispensation

receives at one time. Joseph
revelations

received.

dispensational

I IS

to receive more

does not receive everything
Smith

received

a series of visions

his life. He did not learn everything

McC:onkie, Mormon Doctrine, 333.

114.

Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, 13H.

115.

Ibid., 193.

that it
and

at one

WIDMER,

THE NATURE OF GOD (BRUENING

AND PAULSEN)

•

161

time. If this had been the case, there would be no need for continued
revelation. God reveals more knowledge based on the readiness and
willingness of his people to receive it. On one occasion Joseph Smith
taught, "God said, 'Thou shalt not kill'; at another time He said, 'Thou
shalt utterly destroy.' This is the principle on which the government
of heaven is conducted-by
revelation adapted to the circumstances
in which the children of the kingdom are placed."116Again, "We are
differently situated from any other people that ever existed upon this
earth; consequently those former revelations cannot be suited to our
conditions; they were given to other people, who were before us." 117
Widmer's assumption that God simultaneously reveals all truth
to every dispensation at the beginning of the dispensation leads him
to conclude that the church has a need to hide any past revelations
that seem to differ from current doctrine. As we can see from the
foregoing discussion, current and past revelation can differ without
destroying the Mormon claim to restoration or revelation. God can
and does reveal new doctrine from time to time, tailored to fit the
background and understanding of his people.
This leads us to our next criterion, as presented by Hexham: "This
book is a model of scholarship for religious studies that avoids the
ever present traps of generalization and interdisciplinary mush" (p. 2).
We take the "trap of generalization" to mean that a good historian
should not take a few statements or passages to be representative of a
time period or text as a whole. In interpreting a text, for example, a
good historian should examine all the evidence. If this assumption is
correct, then Widmer is more guilty of generalization than of anything else.
Widmer claims that his "concentration on the documents available to the public is related to [his] concern with what the Saints believed and taught at specific times in their history. By doing this it is
hoped that a fuller understanding of the development of the Mormon doctrine of God can be attained" (p. 10). In this passage, it
116.

Ibid., 256.

117.

Ibid., 70.
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sounds as if Widmer is concerned with examining all the evidence in
order to present a "fuller;' broader understanding of history. Unfortunately, Widmer is not concerned with all the evidence. Rather, he is
only concerned with the evidence that supports his thesis.
One of the most striking instances in which Widmer is guilty of
generalization is in his analysis of the Book of Mormon. He notes
that "No clear or consistent thought exists in the 1830 Book of Mormon"
(p. 30). Book of Mormon teachings, he acknowledges, can be placed
in three categories: "1) modalistic or Sabellian passages, 2) Patripass ian passages, 3) traditional Christological, Trinitarian or antimodalistic passages" (p. 32). However, Widmer ignores the third
group of passages and contradicts himself by claiming that "early
Mormon documents clearly express that it was the modalist interpretation of the divine that had been lost by the Christian Church over
the centuries" (p. 53, emphasis added). Again, "Early Mormon thought,
as reflected in the Book of Mormon, is strictly monotheistic" (p. 28,
emphasis added). This type of generalization is difficult to justify
when the Book of Mormon is read as a whole. As we have already discovered, comparatively few Book of Mormon passages seem to teach
modalism, while the bulk of its teachings are actually trinitarian.
Another stunning generalization is Widmer's neglect of the evidence that can be found in the Doctrine and Covenants and its predecessor, the Book of Commandments. It seems obvious that, in attempting an analysis of the early Mormon concept of God, he should
examine the early revelations given to Joseph Smith and considered
authoritative by the church. Approximately one hundred sections of
the Doctrine and Covenants were received before 1834, and yet
Widmer considers only two, sections 76 and 88.IIH If he were to ex-
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amine the rest of the revelations, he would find that they clearly do
not teach a modalistic concept of God. Yet Widmer concludes from a
few passages in the Book of Mormon and from the unfinished, unpublished, nonnormative 1832 account of the first vision that early
Mormonism viewed God in a modalist fashion.
Widmer treats the Book of Moses in a similar way. He feels that
the Book of Moses "attempts to show that God, the Father, is the sole
agent in creation" (p. 45). Here, he almost completely ignores the explicitly antimodalist language in the Book of Moses. In this case,
Widmer has absolutely no evidence from which to generalize and is
making a completely spurious claim.
It is obvious that Widmer's work does not meet the criteria given
by Hexham and that it does not live up to the superlative status of a
"model of scholarship for religious studies" (p. 2). Widmer, it seems,
is more interested in discrediting Joseph Smith and the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. He claims: "It is not the intention of
this work to discredit the Church, or its leaders. It is also not our intent to show that the leaders deliberately deceived the members of
the Church. When examining any faith community care must be
given in allowing the sources to speak for the faith community. This
work is in no way intended to discredit Joseph Smith's claims to having received revelations from God. This claim of Smith lies beyond
the scope of objective historical criticism, and can in no way be
proved or disproved according to scientific criteria" (p. 10).
However, Widmer repeatedly assumes both that Joseph's claims
to revelation were false and that the church conducted a cover-up in
order to deceive its members. Consider the following:
No clear or consistent thought exists in the 1830 Book of
Mormon. What is apparent is that early Mormons were reacting against a heavily intellectualized and theologized
Trinitarian concept of God. (p. 30)
Smith's intention, in revising the Bible, is clear. The Bible
contains many ambiguous passages that can be misinterpreted. With his revision, Joseph sought to remove these ambiguous passages and replace them with what he felt the

164 • FARMSREVIEWOF

BOOKS

13/2 (2001)

original authors intended. The intent of the original authors
was drawn from the theology of the Book of Mormon, its
modalistic view of the divine .... Smith as translator used
common sense to legitimize his reasons for revising the text.
(pp.50-51)
Smith's concept of the divine is an early 19th-century
man's interpretation of Trinitarianism. (p. 53).

lay-

Many factors came into play, causing this shift from modalism to cosmic henotheism. Joseph's self-concept as a prophet
of God, as well as several external forces, contributed to this
shift. (p. 68)
As for Mormonism in the Kirtland period, it can be said that
while the shifts in theology may have occurred, doctrinally
Mormonism could still be considered a Christian sect. (p. 69)
It appears unlikely that ... Smith ... had any clue as to what
the papyri actually contained. (p. 72)
The First Vision, itself the result of speculative theology,
would give legitimization to the new thought that was emerging in Nauvoo. (p. 95)
The First Vision becomes an attempt to deal with 50 years of
doctrinal development, and reinterpret this development as
insignificant, or as something that never occurred. (p. 105)
There is no doubt Mormonism has developed, or progressed, from modalism to cosmic henotheism. Yet Mormon
leaders continue to maintain that the Church that exists in
the late 20th century is exactly the same Church, doctrinally
and structurally, as that organized in 1830....
The Church has taken great measures to protect the illusion of doctrinal continuity. (p. 157).
It quickly becomes apparent that Widmer is working from a foundational assumption that Joseph's claims to a divine origin for his
translations are false. Working from this basis, he also goes to great

WIDMER,

THE NATURE

OF GOD (BRUENING

AND PAULSEN)

•

165

lengths to demonstrate that the church has attempted to somehow
"protect the ... doctrinal continuity" by reinterpreting its history and
covering up past events where necessary. Widmer's work does not
present a scholarly history of Mormonism; it presents a biased attack
that uses any available evidence while ignoring all counterevidence.

Internal Inconsistencies
In his acknowledgments, Widmer credits Renee M. Clark for
helping to flesh out the work "to make a consistent and coherent
presentation" (p. vi). This claim of coherency is not only unfounded
but humorous, given the astonishing number of glaring contradictions throughout the work, some of which have already been shown.
Oftentimes, in one paragraph Widmer will make an assertion only to
make a contrary claim in the next paragraph. In this section, we present a number of these contradictions, together with some speculation about the reasons for their appearance in the work. The major
reason, perhaps, for so many incoherent and contradictory presentations within the work is Widmer's bias. In fact, we hope that this
chapter, aside from presenting some humorous passages, will unmask Widmer's goal of discrediting Joseph Smith and the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
Perhaps the most glaring contradiction can be seen in statements
asserting that the Book of Mormon is both unique in nineteenthcentury America and yet not substantially different from other
nineteenth-century
American documents. Widmer writes, "Book of
Mormon thought, primarily its Christology, is substantially different
from other early 19th-century theologies and thought streams ....
Book of Mormon thought maintains a unique Christological position" (p. 30). Thus far, he seems to be claiming that the Book of
Mormon is unique. And yet, contradictory passages can be found:
"The Book of Mormon taught nothing substantially different, theologically, than many other groups in early 19th -century Christianity"
(p. 38). Again, "The Book of Mormon taught nothing different from
what early 19th-century religious seekers would have already been familiar with" (p. 20). Also, "Joseph Smith and his theological convictions were a product of his time" (pp. 19-20). (For Widmer, "the
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is a reflection of Joseph Smith's ... earliest theological convictions" [po 27J.) Is Widmer arguing that Joseph Smith and
the Book of Mormon were products of the nineteenth century that
did not differ from their contemporaries or that they were truly
unique? Which claim are we to believe or respond to? Widmer offers
no explanation for the conflicting claims. We can speculate, however,
that he is attempting to discredit Joseph's claims to revelation by arguing that Joseph is a product of his time. At the same time, however,
Widmer is forced to acknowledge the uniqueness of the Book of
Mormon within its nineteenth-century background.
Further, Widmer seems confused about what he means by modalism. Modalism, which has historically been considered heretical by
mainstream Christianity, must be differentiated from classical trinitarianism, the doctrine accepted by mainstream Christianity. If the
Book of Mormon taught modalism, then its teachings would have
been very different from those of mainstream Christianity. In some
places, Widmer seems to recognize the difference between modalism
and trinitarian ism: "The thought expressed in the Book of Mormon
... can be seen as a reaction to Trinitarianism" (p. 30). In other
places, however, Widmer seems to confuse the two: "Perhaps the best
description of the Book of Mormon thought is that it is a layman's
Trinitarianism" (p. 30). Again, "earliest Mormonism," which he claims
taught modalism, actually "taught nothing substantially different
from the rest of mainstream Christianity" (p. 41).
Widmer is quite adept at ignoring evidence against his position;
in some cases, the evidence can be found in quotations and passages
within his own work. He argues (without any supporting evidence)
that Joseph Smith, in his 1832 account of the first vision, "makes no
mention of either member of the godhead appearing to him, only
that a personage of light appeared" (p. 101). In fact, Joseph "was not
even aware of who exactly had called him. Was it a messenger of
God, God himself, or Jesus that had called him to do a major work?"
(p. 102). This leads him to the fantastic conclusion that "in 1832
Smith still held to a Judeo-Christian concept that no man has seen
God" (pp. 101-2). One need not appeal to external evidence to refute
these ridiculous claims; the refutation can be found within Widmer's
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own quotation of the 1832 account of the first vision: "I saw the Lord
and he spoke unto me saying Joseph [my son] thy sins are forgiven
thee. Go thy (way) walk in my statutes and keep my commandments
behold I am the Lord of glory I was crucified for the world ... behold
and 10 I come quickly as it [is] written of me in the cloud (clothed)
in the glory of my Father" (p. 9 I, brackets and parentheses in
Widmer). Widmer's bias has somehow allowed him to find some
kind of ambiguity in this language, but it seems impossible to claim
that anyone other than Jesus Christ is speaking in this passage. If
Widmer is attempting to dodge the evidence against his claim, he is
foolish to quote such evidence in his own work.
Yet Widmer continues to present counterevidence and then to ignore it. Later in the work, he discounts the Book of Moses, claiming
that "its impact on Mormon doctrinal development is minute" (p. 46).
On the other hand, "The Joseph Smith Translation, while never published during Smith's lifetime or made part of the Mormon canon,
appears to have made a greater contribution to Mormon doctrinal
development" (p. 46). Widmer also discounts the importance of section 76 in favor of the Joseph Smith Translation. How can he make
such a claim? How can the Joseph Smith Translation have made such
an impact when, as he notes, it was not published until 1866, and
then by a different church (see p. 46)? Section 76 and the Book of
Moses were both published within the Prophet's own lifetime.
Widmer also has a hard time clearly articulating the impact of
the Lectures on Faith on Mormon doctrinal development. "The accepted doctrine of the 1840s," he writes, "would have been the concepts taught by a canonized document, the Lectures of [sic] Faith"
(p. 76). Later, however, he asserts that "The Lectures ... had played
only a minor role in Mormon doctrinal development" prior to their
removal from the canon in 1921 (p. 105). How can this be? Widmer,
it seems, wants to accept the lectures as doctrinally binding when it
suits his thesis, while denying their importance when he needs to explain their disappearance from the canon.
Widmer claims that "the modern Mormon doctrine of God is
really the product of the 20th century with little resemblance to the
original position of the Church in the early 19th century" (p. 6). This
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new twentieth-century
doctrine was so removed from the original
doctrine of the church that it "left the 20th-century church unrecognizable from its 19th-century counterpart" (p. 160). Yet this fantastic
claim is inconsistent with other passages from Widmer's work: "Most
of the major theological shifts occurred within the life of the movement's founder, Joseph Smith" (p. 6). Again, "Since the days of Joseph
Smith, the Mormons have changed little in the way of doctrine, officially that is" (p. 21). Finally, "The henotheistic doctrinal position of
modern Mormonism is a refinement of concepts first introduced in
1844" (p. 7). Perhaps the reason for such inconsistent statements is
Widmer's desire to discredit both Joseph Smith and the modern
church. In order to discredit Joseph, Widmer argues that most of the
doctrinal changes occurred within his life. In order to discredit the
church, he argues that many changes have occurred since the Prophet's
death.
Many other inconsistencies can be found within Widmer's work.
For example, "The earliest Mormon concept of the restoration was
not the concept of the restoration commonly perceived by 20thcentury Latter-day Saints; the restoration of new doctrines, and of
the New Testament Church structure" (p. 40). Instead, "the initial
Mormon concept of 'the restoration' was based on the belief that after 1,800 years God was again speaking to his people" (p. 4). This is
meant to contrast with the modern view of the restoration, in which
God restored to the earth many "plain and precious parts of the
gospel" (l Nephi 13:34). However, Widmer fails to recognize that the
very passage that he quotes from the Book of Mormon originated in
1829 from the very earliest revelations given in the life of Joseph
Smith. This leads him into many contradictions; despite his claims
that the original restoration was not a restoration of doctrine, Widmer asserts that "Early Mormon documents clearly express that it
was a modalist interpretation of the divine that had been lost by the
Christian Church over the centuries" (p. 53). "The message found" in
the pages of the Book of Mormon "was the message of the restoration of precious truths removed from the world by the establishment" (p. 38). If the earliest Mormon interpretation of the restoration was a restoration only of revelation, it must have predated the
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Book of Mormon and other early Mormon documents. In translating
the Bible, however, Joseph was fulfilling his "original mandate to restore the teachings of primitive Christianity, the changes were necessary to restore those 'plain and precious truths' that had been removed from the biblical text" (p. 48, emphasis added). Apparently, the
concept of a restoration of truth was an original concept after all.
One more contradiction deserves mention. When speaking of
the King Follett Discourse, Widmer tells us that "On this day Smith
made no claim to special revelation in revealing the true nature of
God" (p. 121). But as anyone familiar with the discourse can attest,
this is not true. Even Widmer himself is forced to recognize this: "As
Moses had stood before Israel, Joseph Smith stood before the Saints.
Smith claims that the Holy Spirit is speaking through him. It is precisely this claim that Smith uses to legitimize his claim as Prophet of
God" (p. 118). Again, when Joseph delivered the sermon of April 7,
he claimed to be speaking by the power of God" (p. 19). If Joseph's
claims were true, then he certainly was not simply "vindicating his
calling in the eyes of his followers" (p. 117). Instead, he was speaking
by way of commandment from God.
We do not make mention of these myriad contradictions simply
to ridicule or to embarrass Kurt Widmer. Rather, we hope to point out
the result of his faulty methodological assumptions-assumptions
that result in contradictions like those mentioned above. Of course,
not every prima facie inconsistency is in reality a contradiction, but
this section should at least cast some doubt on the conclusions reached
by Widmer and show the difficulty of responding to such a piece. It
should be clear at least that Mormonism and the Nature of God is not
the "model of scholarship for religious studies" that Irving Hexham
claims it to be. Nor is it a reliable guide for one seeking to understand the development of Mormon doctrine.

A

FAINT BUT INTERESTING

CHRISTIAN

VOICE

FROM THE DUST OF EGYPT
John W. Welch

As has been recently announced, the Institute for the Study and
of Ancient Religious Texts, Brigham Young University, has launched several new efforts in the direction of studying and
publishing materials on the New Testament and early Christianity.
From this Early Christian Initiative, I anticipate that a number of
new bits of information may interest Latter-day Saints. I am therefore pleased to note the publication of this obscure monograph on a
very fragmentary Coptic document acquired in 1967 by the Berlin
Egyptian Museum (Charlottenburg). These fragments, which likely
date no later than the seventh century and perhaps quite a bit earlier
(p. 15), suggest that some elements of early Christianity still remain
lost or opaque. First assembled in 1997, these glimpses into an otherwise unknown Christian gospel imply that many things remain yet to
be revealed and understood about the primitive church.
This publication contains a carefully crafted introduction on the
discovery, collation, linguistics, paleography, dating, and contents of
these fragments (pp. 1-25). The full text of each piece is then presented
with the Coptic on the left page and a parallel English translation on
each t~lcing right page (pp. 28-87). This presentation is enhanced by

n Preservation

Review of Charles W. Hed~~~~--:~d ~~~l~.-~ir-ecki.

G~spe~of the

Savior: A New Ancient Gospel. Santa Rosa, Calif.: Polebridge, 1999.
165 pp., with index. $35.00.

I

172 • FARMS

REVIEW

OF BOOKS

13/2 (2001)

thirty-three pages of line-by-line commentary (pp. 89-121). Plates of
the fragments (pp. 124-51), along with very useful indexes, conclude
the volume.
"Conclusions presented in this book," the author indicates, "must
be regarded as tentative. We felt it was more important to make a
critical edition and an initial commentary of the text available to the
public as soon as possible, rather than to aim at an exhaustive treatment and attempt to answer all questions and address all issues"
(p. vii). The authors have succeeded admirably in putting into the
hands of interested persons the tools necessary for assessing the contents and value of this document. They hope that this new record
eventually "will find its proper position in the history of early Christian literature" (p. vii).
The remains of this gospel include remnants of about a dozen
speech passages, with words attributed to Jesus interspersed with questions from the apostles. Interesting details feature beatific statements
(pp. 28-29), a mention of "the garment ... of the kingdom, which
(i.e., garment) I bought with the blood of the grape" (pp. 28-29), additions to the words spoken by Jesus at the last supper (pp. 30-33), and
a report of a vision seen by the apostles "upon the mountain" during
which their bodies became transfigured like the Savior's (pp. 34-35).
The apostles asked such questions as, "0 Lord, in what form will you
... reveal yourself to us, or ... in what kind of body ... will you come?"
to which the Lord answered, "If one is [near] to me, he will [burn.] 1
am the [fire] [that] blazes" (pp. 40-41, brackets in the original). A series of statements, each followed by the repeated refrain of a single
"amen" (pp. 36-39,42-43), possibly indicates that part of this gospel
once contained a text in which the Lord liturgically gave a set of instructions or charges (notice the word leitourgia, pp. 48-49, 113),
which the apostles accepted one by one with an oath or promise (compare the antiphonal "amens" in Deuteronomy 27: 15-26). The result of
this conversation appears to be the elevation of the apostles to the
status of seeing the Lord "[after] he attained to the [fourth] heaven"
(pp. 44-45, brackets in the original) and of becoming his "holy members" and his "seeds ... who are blessed" (pp. 34-35,60-61). These are
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tantalizing and intriguing tidbits that invite further reflection and
consideration.
While little can be made of much of this broken text, it seems that
"the author clearly knows both the Matthean and Johannine traditions" (p. 20). Seeing these two types of text together in a single gospel
may prove to be of interest to students of the Book of Mormon, for
the gospel-like account in 3 Nephi 11-26 obviously manifests a mixture of these two traditions as well, as has long been noted. One can
only regret that the text is so incomplete that very few conclusions
can be drawn about its origins, its original contents, or its historical
significance with any degree of confidence.
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LATTER-DAY SAINT BAPTISMS
Alonzo Gaskill

O

n 5 June 2001, the Roman Catholic Church's Congregation for
the Doctrine of the Faith issued a ruling that baptisms performed
by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints are to be considered invalid by the magisterium of the Rome-based faith.2
A spokesman for the Congregation, Father Luis Ladaria, indicated
that the ruling came in response to questions posed by American
Catholic bishops regarding the validity of Mormon baptisms.' On 24
July 2001, the New York Times reported rationales for the decision to
rebaptize a baptized member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints if he or she converted to Catholicism.4
The reasoning for the decision appears to be twofold, both issues
related to the Latter-day Saint doctrine on the nature of God. Although
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the Vatican has not produced an official document regarding Rome's
position on the matter, it appears that the two related areas of concern
are (1) the Latter-day Saint rejection of traditional trinitarian definitions of the Godhead and (2) a stated difference in the understood
purpose of baptism.5 According to the official Vatican newspaper,
L'Osservatore Romano, Mormons have a "misconception of the Trinity"
and, consequently, a mistaken understanding as to "the identity of
Christ."6
The Issue of the Trinity
On 17 July 200 1, L'Osservatore Romano reported that, according
to the directive, Mormon baptisms did not involve a true invocation
of the Trinity because Latter-day Saints perceive the Godhead as consisting of three separate divine beings rather than as one God existing
within three persons of one substance.? Ladaria indicated that, since
members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints reject the
Trinity (in its traditional orthodox definition), they are therefore baptizing in the name of another divinity.s Similarly, Bill Ryan, a spokesman for the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, claimed
that "The directive ... was based on important differences in how the
two faiths understand the concept of God as the Trinity-Father, Son
and Holy Spirit-in whose name both churches conduct baptisms."9
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Of course, lay members of the Catholic Church generally believe
that the Trinity, defined as "one God existing within three persons of
one substance," is a scriptural concept. However, I have yet to meet a
Catholic scholar who believes this understanding of the Trinity is a
dogma present in or founded upon the Bible.lo Thus, while acknowledging this distinction between the LOS construct of the Godhead
and the traditional Christian interpretation of the dogma of the Trinity,
from a scholarly Catholic position this dichotomy is somewhat misrepresentative and arguably moot.
Many contemporary Catholic theologians have acknowledged
the dogma of the Trinity as nothing more than a response to early
Christian dissensions, such as the fourth-century Arian controversy.
In her award-winning book God for Us: The Trinity and Christian
Life, ]] theologian Catherine Mowry LaCugna acknowledges that, from
New Testament times down to the present, the Christian understanding of the nature of God has evolved greatly and that Augustine's "preference for thinking and speaking of God as Trinity ... 'defunctionalizes' the biblical and creedal ways of speaking of God." 12 Indeed, the
traditional Christian view of God is so distorted when compared to
early Christian ideas (as contained in the New Testament and patristic
writings) that scholars like the influential German theologian Karl
Rahner indicate that if the entire doctrine of the Trinity were dismissed as false, the major part of religious literature would remain
virtually unchanged.13 Biblical exegete Philip B. Harner notes that in
"the first two centuries A.D .... the specific doctrine of the Trinity
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was not yet formulated" and the "early Christians ... apparently believed in 'two powers' in heaven, i.e., Jesus and God." 14 Even the current pontiff, John Paul II, acknowledges that the formulation of the
Nicene-Constantinopolitan creed was a response to the hellenization of
the church and its perceived need for "ways of presenting her doctrine
which would be adequate and convincing in that cultural context."IS
As to the existence of the Trinity in the Bible, one Catholic scholar
writes:
It was common in neo-Scholastic manuals of dogmatic theology to cite texts such as Gen. 1:26, "Let us make humankind
in our image, according to our likeness" (see also Gen. 3:22;
11:7; Isaiah 6:2-3), as proof of a plurality in God. Today, however, scholars generally agree that there is no doctrine of the
Trinity as such in either the 01' or the NT. ... [I] t would go
far beyond the intention and thought-forms of the 01' to suppose that a late-fourth-century or thirteenth-century Christian doctrine can be found there ....
Likewise, the NT does not contain an explicit doctrine of
the Trinity ....
It would be anachronistic to say that the NT necessarily
implies what will later be expressed with metaphysical refinement as a Trinity of three coequal divine Persons who
share the same substance .... The vocabulary of metaphysics
cannot be found in Scripture. Because of this, there are theologians who regard all postbiblical doctrinal developments as
arbitrary or even aberrant. For them, one cannot go beyond
the language and concepts of the Bible.16
Thus even Catholic scholars acknowledge that rejection of a person
or group of people based on their acceptance or denial of the Trinity
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would be to apply a false standardY First- and second-century Christians didn't accept the Trinity (as it is understood today). The fathers
of the church, on whom the Catholics and Eastern Orthodox place
heavy emphasis, frequently wrote in an effort to combat the heretical
teaching that the Father and Son shared an equality and metaphysical
oneness. Irenaeus,IHJustin Martyr, 19 and others20 were all very clear that
the Father and Son were separate beings, the latter subordinate to the
former, and that to confuse or combine them was an act of heresy.
Roman Catholic scholars (including the church's Congregation
for the Doctrine of the Faith) are not ignorant of the history behind
the development of trinitarian theology or the patristic proclamations
acknowledging the distinct individuality of the Father and Son.21
Rather, they traditionally view the evolution of the church's doctrine
of God as a positive move toward a more philosophical and sophisticated model. In the subordinationist spirit of John 14:28 (see Matthew 19: 16-17; 24:36; Mark 13:32; and John 17:21), the Catholic saint
Justin Martyr indicates that Jesus simply carries "into execution" the
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Father's "counse!," publishing "to men the commands of the Father
and Maker of all things."22 Justin argues further:
I shall attempt to persuade you ... that there is ... another
God and Lord subject to the Maker of all things; who is also
called an Angel, because He announces to men whatsoever
the Maker of all things-above whom there is no other Godwishes to announce to them .... He who is said to have appeared to Abraham, and to Jacob, and to Moses, and who
is called God, is distinct from Him who made all things,numerically, I mean, not (distinct) in will. For I affirm that
He has never at any time done anything which He who made
the world-above
whom there is no other God-has
not
wished Him both to do and to engage Himself with .... He
who is called God and appeared to the patriarchs is called
both Angel and Lord, in order that from this you may understand Him to be minister to the Father of all things.23
Similarly, Irenaeus, who is considered by Catholics to be at the
"orthodox center" in his teachings,24 also indicates that the Father is
superior to the Son.25 One contemporary scholar declares that until
about the year A.D. 300 "every single theologian, East and West, had
postulated some form of Subordinationism."26 Indeed, one scholar
notes that "subordinationism was pre-Nicene orthodoxy."27
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While Catholics accept fathers such as Justin, Irenaeus, and others
who explicitly tended toward a subordinationist view of the Godhead,
they also accept the baptisms of the Eastern Orthodox Church, which
is also clearly subordinationistic in its pneumatology.28 How, therefore, the Catholic magisterium can deny the validity of Latter-day Saint
baptisms because of subordinationistic issues is mind-boggling.
Evidently, the earliest extrabiblical Christian writings do not support a trinitarian interpretation of the nature of the Godhead. Indeed,
they emphatically deny the validity of such an interpretation. In addition, as we have seen above, contemporary Catholic theologians deny
both the biblical roots of the dogma and its functionality.
The Purpose of Baptism
According to Ladaria, although non-Catholics can perform valid
baptisms, such must be done in the name of the Trinity and "with the
intention of doing what the [Catholic] Church does."29Similarly, U.S.
Conference of Catholic Bishops' spokesman Bill Ryan states that "The

28.
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Mormon understanding of baptism is not the same as the [Catholic]
church's understanding of baptism."30
Both men suggest a major distinction between the purpose of a
Catholic baptism and that of an LDS baptism. This prompts the
question-What
is the function of a Catholic baptism? Apparently,
Catholic baptisms have a purpose or goal that is different from that of
baptisms in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
According to the Encyclopedia of Catholicism, the sacrament of
baptism has three primary purposes. First, "baptism is the sacrament
by which one becomes a member of the Christian community."31 This
should sound both familiar and acceptable to Latter-day Saints. Carl
Hawkins, in the Encyclopedia of Mormonism, indicates that for Latterday Saint Christians baptism represents entrance "into the fold of
God."32 Latter-day Saint scholar John Gee recently wrote, "With baptism the individual witnesses that he has repented of his sins, takes
on the name of Christ, and becomes a member of the Christian community, all at the same time."33
Second, the Encyclopedia of Catholicism indicates that the baptismal ordinance pardons sin and rescues recipients from the power of
darkness.34 Numerous scriptural passages in the standard works attest
to the Latter-day Saint belief that baptism brings a "remission of sins"
(see Mark 1:4; Luke 3:3; 2 Nephi 31:17; Moroni 8:11, 25; D&C 13:1;
19:31; 55:2; 84:27; 107:20; 138:33; Joseph Smith-History
1:68-69;
Article of Faith 4). Also, many of the presiding Brethren have spoken
of the power that repentance, baptism, and the receipt of the Holy
Ghost have to dispel the powers of darkness.35
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Finally, we are informed that for Catholics baptism allows them
to become "new creations" and to be called the "sons and daughters
of God."36These concepts are not foreign to the Church of Jesus Christ
either. Both the scriptures we hold in common with the Catholics
and the scriptures unique to our faith speak of the converted and baptized as becoming "new creations" (2 Corinthians 5: 17; Galatians 6: 15;
Mosiah 27:26) in Christ and his "sons and daughters" (2 Corinthians
6:18; Mosiah 27:25; D&C 25:1, and 76:24).
Thus the contention that somehow members of the Church of
Jesus Christ understand baptism as having some purpose foreign to
Catholicism seems inaccurate. A false dichotomy has been drawn by
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and the u.s. Conference of Catholic Bishops.
Further, although Catholic scholars acknowledge that the New
Testament "does not provide us with the exact rite of baptism or the
exact formula,"37 nevertheless spokesmen for the Congregation have
expressed concern that the formula used in the Church of Jesus Christ
is unacceptable.38 Yet again, Sherman, in his article on baptism in the
Encyclopedia of Catholicism, explains that the proper formula for a
valid baptism consists of the person performing the baptism repeating
the "Trinitarian invocation: 'I baptize you in the name of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit."'39 This authoritative formula
is nearly word for word the latter portion of Doctrine and Covenants
20:73, which reads: "The person who is called of God and has authority from Jesus Christ to baptize, shall go down into the water
with the person who has presented himself or herself for baptism,
and shall say, calling him or her by name: Having been commissioned of Jesus Christ, 1 baptize you in the name of the Father, and of
36.
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the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen." No notable difference exists
between the two formulas. Indeed, baptismal formulas employed by
Christian denominations whose baptisms are considered valid by the
Catholic Church are sometimes at greater variance from this aforementioned authorized formula than is the Latter-day Saint mode.40
In fact, if variance is reason to denounce the validity of a baptism, then perhaps Catholics should acknowledge that their current
mode of baptism varies from that found in the New Testament text.
Spencer admits that "It does seem that baptism in the early Church
was by immersion. Paul's reference in Rom 6:4 to being 'buried' with
Christ implies immersion. The account of the Ethiopian eunuch also
speaks of a going down into the water and a coming up out of the
water (Acts 8:36-38) .... After the immersion ... there followed the
imposition of hands during which the gift of the Spirit was given."41
This pattern is in absolute agreement with Latter-day Saint practice
yet goes contrary to popular practice in contemporary Catholicism.
Since scholars and some of the magisterium of the Catholic
Church acknowledge the Trinity to be nonscriptural and of late ori-
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gin, it seems that the concern of the Congregation regarding the LDS
understanding of the correct nature of God is moot. A condemnation of Latter-day Saint baptisms based on this reasoning becomes
self-defeating for Catholics.42
We turn our attention now to the Catholic stance on the issue of
soteriology. Three items are significant in this study: the Vatican II
decree Un ita tis Redintegratio, the dogma of the baptism of desire, and
the concept of anonymous Christianity. We will examine each of these.
Unitatis Redintegratio

This document, also known as the Decree on Ecumenism, has
been called "the most authoritative charter of the Catholic Church's
active participation in the one ecumenical movement."43 The document, which holds a position of highest authority in the church,
marked a shift in the Catholic position from a former declaration
of no "salvation outside the church"44 to one of acknowledging the
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"incompleteness" of the Catholic Church and the "need for one another."45The document makes several points worth noting here.
• Christ's true church subsists in Catholicism, but is not coextensive with it. Indeed, outside of the "visible boundaries" of the true
church are other Christians and their communions, in which
exist divine "endowments" that "give life to" the true church.
• In the history of man "large communities" of faithful children of
God have become "separated from full communion" with Catholicism. "The children who are born into these communities and
who grow up believing in Christ cannot be accused of the sin involved in the separation, and the Catholic Church embraces upon
them as brothers, with respect and affection."
• Those outside of Catholicism can have "gifts of the Holy Spirit;'
which "come from Christ and lead back to Christ."
• "All who have been justified by faith in Baptism are members of
Christ's body, and have a right to be called Christian, and so are
correctly accepted as brothers by the children of the Catholic
Church."
• "Separated Churches and Communities ... have been by no
means deprived of significance and importance in the mystery
of salvation. For the Spirit of Christ has not refrained from using them as means of salvation which derive their efficacy from
the very fullness of grace and truth entrusted to the Church."46
The significance of Unitatis Redintegratio for our discussion is to
be found in the fact that this official and binding declaration acknowledges that salvation can be found outside of the Catholic Church, as
can gifts of the Spirit, valid ordinances, and so forth. As many Latterday Saints were born outside of Catholicism, they must be accepted
as Christians simply by virtue of their profession of Christ as Savior.
The decree acknowledges a true church that is much bigger than Ca-
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tholicism-although
its boundaries are not and cannot be defined by
man. In theory the Church of Jesus Christ can fall into that greater
church, which is in possession of the gifts of the Spirit, salvation, and
requisite acceptance as brothers and sisters in Christ (by Catholics)Y
Ad Totam Ecclesiam, or the Directory concerning Ecumenical Matters,4Hmakes several significant points:
• The Catholic Church acknowledges that many of those Christians who are found outside of the visible walls of the Catholic
Church but nevertheless are part of the true body of Christ "do
not profess the faith in its entirety."4Y
• "Baptism by immersion, pouring or sprinkling, together with
the trinitarian formula, is of itself valid."511
• "The minister's insufficient faith never of itself makes baptism
invalid. Sufficient intention in a baptizing minister is to be presumed unless there is serious ground for doubting that he intends to do what Christians do."5l
As we have already shown, by Rome's own official definition, the
Church of Jesus Christ qualifies as part of the "body of Christ" existing
outside of the Catholic Church. We have established that it does use a
"trinitarian" formula nearly identical to that prescribed by the Catholic
Church. The New Dictionary of Sacramental Worship provides the following correct formula to be used when performing a baptism: "Name,
I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit." Indeed, it actually calls this formula the "trinitarian baptismal" formula.52 Thus, contra Ladaria, Latter-day Saints are employing
47.
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the correct formula. And it must be assumed, according to the
Directory concerning Ecumenical Matters, that those performing
baptisms in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints intend to
do what Christians do. After all, Latter-day Saints emphatically attest
their belief in Christ as the Son of God and Savior of the world.53 Ad
Totam Ecclesiam explains that the lack of faith of the minister is not
sufficient to negate the validity of a baptism. Thus, if doctrinal misconceptions exist or if the person performing the ordinance lacks
faith in God, according to Ad Totam Ecclesiam the baptism can still be
valid and should be deemed salvific for the ordinance's recipient.
Baptism of Desire
Related to Unitatis Redintegratio is the dogma of baptism of desire,
which is a response to the dilemma posed by the fact that although
baptism is necessary for salvation most will die never having received
that ordinance. From the Council of Trent (A.D. 1524) onward, the
Catholic Church has taught that "those who do not actually receive
the sacrament [of baptism] can be saved by the 'desire' (votum) of baptism."54 As one scholar has written: "Baptism of desire (that of one
preparing for baptism, or that of a person of goodwill who simply is
unaware that God is calling the person to the Church) ... may substitute in the case of water baptism."55 Thus theoretically, from the
construct of Catholic soteriology, if a Latter-day Saint desires a valid
baptism but never receives one (but perhaps thinks that he or she has),
in God's eyes it will be as though he or she has been baptized properly and authoritatively, and the individual would be allowed entrance into the kingdom of heaven.
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Anonymous Christianity
Connected to baptism of desire is the offshoot dogma of anonymous Christianity. Although not solely responsible for the teaching,
Rahner did more to make it popular than any other Catholic theologian of the twentieth century. According to this teaching, anonymous
Christians are those who are saved via "implicit faith in Christ which
is unrecognized to themselves."56 In other words, one could be a nonCatholic Christian (like a Latter-day Saint, Protestant, or Jehovah's
Witness), or even an atheist, and still go to heaven because of this unrecognized faith in God, which the Second Vatican Council described
as "a sort of secret presence of God" dwelling in the heart and soul of
the nonbelieverY Rahner put it this way: "Even according to the teaching of the lCatholic] Church itself, a man may already possess the
sanctifying grace, and may therefore be justified and sanctified, a child
of God, heir of heaven, and mercifully and positively on his way towards his supernatural and eternal salvation even before he has accepted an explicitly Christian confession of faith and has been baptized."5~Regardless of the Congregation's rejection of Latter-day Saint
baptisms, the dogma of anonymous Christianity would suggest that
Mormons still qualify for salvation based on their evidential "implicit
faith in Christ."5Y
By What Authority?
Regardless of all the evidence presented thus far, indicating that
this recent announcement on Latter-day Saint baptisms contradicts
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the Catholic Church's current stance on soteriology and ecumenism,
the Catholic Church has defined its "new position," and many Catholics will think differently about Latter-day Saints because of it.
So what is the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (which
issued this ruling)? What is its purpose? What authority does it have,
and how binding are its proclamations upon Catholics who have
been told in so many words that their LDS friends are not Christians?
The Congregation, established in 1542, serves to safeguard the
faith, denounce false doctrines, and defend the church from heresy. It is
charged with the responsibilities of fostering scholarship with a view
to a deepened understanding of the faith and an ability to respond to new
initiatives in science and culture, investigating and reproving writings
that seem contrary or dangerous to the faith, handling ecclesiastical offences against the faith and violations of the sacraments, providing
canonical sanctions (or censures), and granting "privilege-of-thefaith" dispensations (such as dissolving marriages between baptized
and unbaptized persons).60
In the Church of Jesus Christ, the only bodies of men that hold
this wide-ranging authority would be the First Presidency and Council
of the Twelve. However, for Latter-day Saints the dictates and definitions of the Brethren are traditionally perceived as binding and
authoritative-particularly
when offered in the format of this directive. Yet whereas the range of authority of the Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith seems almost unlimited, the force of its "definitions" or "directives" is relatively insignificant.
In the Catholic Church, teachings, policies, and dogmas are released or announced at different authoritative levels. In other words,
not every policy or statement that comes from the Vatican, a congregation, or a diocese is of equal force, authority, or obligatory response.
This multitiered system, as it pertains to our discussion, consists of
several types of documents at various levels of authority.
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The most solemn and formal type of document is a conciliar constitution, which can only be issued by an ecumenical council.61 A conciliar constitution
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• "The Supreme Pontiff possesses infallibility in teaching when
... he proclaims by definitive act that a doctrine of faith or morals
is to be held. The college of bishops also possesses infallibility in
teaching when the bishops gathered together in an ecumenical
council exercise the magisterium .... No doctrine is understood
as defined infallibly unless this is manifestly evident."67
• "Religious submission of the intellect and will" is only required
with respect to doctrines that the pope or an ecumenical council
called by the pope declare "concerning faith or morals when they
exercise the authentic magisterium."6R
• The obligation to observe and accept constitutions and decrees
is only present if the document or pronouncement is offered by
the pontiff or college of bishops. 69
According to all three of these canon laws, the decision of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith is not binding and is potentially
fallible. This very fact should "delegitimize" the Congregation's document in the minds of Catholic scholars, the magisterium, and the laity.
Aside from conciliar constitutions, declarations, and encyclicals,
other edicts can be issued by the church and its representatives (at
various levels) but are not binding on the church as a whole and typically serve as counsel on matters not deemed soteriologically significant enough to warrant a conciliar constitution or declaration. The
recent pronouncement on baptism would be an example of such a
document. It falls under the category of a directive, which is simply
guidance from the magisterium that does not have the authority or
power to override or overturn conciliar constitutions, declarations,
or canon law.
Of this recent proclamation, Bishop George Niederauer of Salt
Lake City's Catholic community responds: "This is an internal church
decision to guide our sacramental practice and that's really all it is."70
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Similarly, Cecil White of St. Patrick's Catholic Seminary in Menlo Park,
California, claims: "This is merely a definition. Important, but of lesser
weight. It's a directive. A response to a question from someone (like a
bishop). They respond with 'This is how you should act in this situation.'''71 Reverend Kevin McMorrow, editor of the theological journal
Ecumenical Trends, clarifies that "the decision ... does not deny holiness of life among Mormons nor does it in any way exclude them from
salvation."72 Interestingly, Ladaria admitted that the ruling is "a change
from the past practice."73 By past practice, he means canon law and
the binding conciliar documents. Whereas "Canon Law does not require rebaptism of converts from other Christian denominations,"74
this document from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith
does, but has no authority to do so.
Conclusion
I agree entirely with the New York Times assessment of the situation, reported on 24 July 200 1: "The Vatican directive ... means the
Roman Catholic church will treat Mormon converts the same way
Mormons deal with Catholics, and others, who embrace Mormonism."75Indeed, Michael Otterson, a spokesman for the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints concurred: "We rebaptize Catholics, we
rebaptize Protestants and we rebaptize everyone else." The Church of
Jesus Christ is "neither concerned nor offended" by the directive.76
Catholic bishop George Niederauer observes that in baptizing all
converts to the church, the Latter-day Saints are acknowledging their
own baptism as "accomplishing something which is substantially
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different from that of all other baptismal rites."77At a cursory glance
Niederauer's claim seems correct. However, he is employing this argument to say that in baptizing converts, members of the Church of
Jesus Christ are doing essentially what the Catholics are doing by rebaptizing Latter-day Saints./H In this it appears that Niederauer has
committed a fallacy of weak analogy. According to my understanding, the primary reason the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
baptizes all converts-even
those who were previously baptized in
another faith-is an issue of authority and not because of the convert's flawed understanding of the nature of God at the time of his or
her previous baptism. Whereas the Church of Jesus Christ is concerned
that the baptism be performed by the proper priesthood authority,
the Catholic position acknowledges no such requisite authorityeven within its own ranks.7~ For them this is a matter of orthodoxy
rather than orthopraxy. For the Saints, the lack of authority necessitated a restoration.
So what? Does any of this make any difference? Those who firmly
believe in the restoration of the fulness of the gospel of Jesus Christ
know that it does not. It should be understood, then, that this article
was not written under the auspice of protesting the Vatican's directive.
Nor was it written in the hopes of changing the minds of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. The former would not matter
and the latter is not possible.
In part, these thoughts are an expression of ecclesiological, theological, and soteriological shock at what I deem a contradictory and
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illegitimate act on the part of the magisterium of the Catholic Church,
an act that some suspect is grounded more in recent conversion rates
than in trinitarian formulas.Ho
Rahner notes that the introduction of the binding dogmas of
baptism of desire and anonymous Christianity, coupled with the Decree on Ecumenism, requires that the church "reinterpret" its "missionary task." He observes that formerly the church's "mission was regarded as necessary because the men who are not reached by the
mission become lost" or in other words, damned.HI Today the Catholic Church's official soteriological position makes conversion to Catholicism, a correct understanding of the doctrine of God, and baptism by proper authority and mode non-issues.
As understandable as the issuance of this dictum is from an administrative standpoint, theologically it is mind-boggling. It seeks to
overturn a much larger doctrine of soteriology that has stood for
centuries and has only become more defined and firmly entrenched
as time has passed. In a church that, since Vatican II, has made great
strides toward ecumenism and has denounced cries of "no salvation
outside of the church," this decree is a step in the opposite direction.
Beyond that, technically the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith had no authority to take this step.
Finally, perhaps something eschatological is behind all this. Certainly the world in which we live is becoming more saturated in sin
and wickedness. The days of opposition and persecution are but a faint
memory for most Latter-day Saints. Indeed, many seem rather elated
that the world has become so accepting of us as a church and people.
Yet such will not always be the case (see D&C 45:31-35 and 66-71 ).H2
Just as the early Christians were hated and persecuted by those who
also professed membership in the house of Israel, Latter-day Saints will

RO.

"The church's

tions, particularly

missionaries

arc active in many nations with high Catholic

in Latin America.

corded 32,000 conversions

Last year, for example,

Rahner, "Anonymous

Christianity,"

popula-

missionaries

in Brazil." "Vatican Rules on Baptism Issue: Mormon

Must Be Baptized Again, Catholic Church
R 1.

Mormon

IT-

Converts

Says," Son Jose Mercury News, 28 July 2001.
R7.

R2. Richard D. Draper, Opening the Seven Seals: The Visions ofJohrz the Revelator (Salt
Lake City: Deseret Book, 1991), RO.

196· FARMS REVIEW OF

BOOKS

13/2 (2001)

surely see a manifest increase in persecution and hatred by those who
likewise profess a belief in Christ. Such can be expected because of the
ever-increasing ideological divide between the worldly and the saintly.
This recent decree by Catholicism's Congregation for the Doctrine of
the Faith may simply be a sign of the times and an indication of that
which is to come.
For faithful Latter-day Saints who have enjoyed decades of relatively persecution-free acceptance, this may also serve as one more
reminder of their need to be the "peculiar people" God has called them
to be (see Deuteronomy 14:2; 26:18; Titus 2:14; 1 Peter 2:9). As Elder
Neal A. Maxwell has written: "The prophecy given by the angel Moroni
was that Joseph's name 'should be had for good and evil among all
nations.' The adversary will be doing his relentless part with regard to
the negative portion of that prophecy. By word and deed, faithful
Church members must see to it that the positive portion is fulfilled."H3
Bruce R. McConkie reminded us: "In every age the Lord sends forth
clearly discernible signs and warnings so that those who are spiritually inclined can know of his hand-dealings with men .... Where the
gospel is, there will be opposition and persecution, for Lucifer will
not stand idly by while the work of God rolls forward."H4Critical "decrees" and "directives" by our non-LDS contemporaries should not
offend us but, rather, should serve as gentle reminders of what we
have covenanted to be, and whose errand we are on.
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T

here are excellent reasons why Latter-day Saints would benefit
from reading Patrick Madrid's new book, Pope Fiction.! The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is expanding rapidly, particularly in some areas like Latin America, in which the dominant
faith (at least nominally) is still Roman Catholic. Catholics are starting to take more notice of Latter-day Saints; indeed, I am aware of
three Roman Catholic critiques of the Church of Jesus Christ recently published or slated for publication in the near future.2 Conversations between Roman Catholics and Latter-day Saints are bound
to turn to the subject of authority; that is, has authority been transmitted through the ages via the papacy, or was it lost and subsequently restored in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints? It
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would be preferable to avoid saying silly, poorly grounded, or inaccurate things about the popes when such subjects come up.
Think of it in terms of the Golden Rule. If you are like me, you
are probably sick of having to deal with the kind of ignorant and malicious charges against the Church of Jesus Christ that our friends
and neighbors cull from Protestant countercult literature. Would it
not be nice if these people had read at least one Latter-day Saint
book that addresses these charges? If this were the case, I think we
would never hear about most of these again. And would it not be a relief to bypass all the distortions and focus on real issues? The fact is that
many of the people we normally think of as anti-Mormons are also
anti-Catholics, or, more precisely, "anti-everyone-but-themselves."
For instance, Pope Fiction answers anti-Catholic charges made by such
luminaries as Dave Hunt (pp. 102-4) and James White (pp. 254-55).3
It turns out that Hunt and White use the same kinds of questionable
tactics against the Catholics that they do against us. I suggest we follow the Golden Rule by disabusing ourselves of a few misconceptions
about our Catholic friends before we undertake to have religious discussions with them. I imagine they will appreciate the effort just as
much as we would.
Pope Fiction provides answers and explanations to thirty charges
the author sees as "myths and misconceptions" about the papacy.
Most of these originated with sectarian Protestant critics, but I am
sad to report that I have seen several of them perpetuated within
Latter-day Saint circles. For instance, a missionary companion once
gave me an old typescript copy of an "expose" in which it was revealed that the pope's tiara is inscribed with one of his official titles,
Vicarius Filii Dei (Vicar of the Son of God). If you add up the Roman
numerals in the title, it adds up to ... 666! However, the pope has
no such official title, and, in fact, his tiara bears no inscription
respectively, of The God Makers (with Ed Decker)
Elder and Is the Mormon My Brother? The latter two books
have been examined in prior issues of this Review; see Russell C. McGregor with Kerry A.
Shirts, review of Letters to a Mormon Hder, by James R. White, FARMS Review of Books
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(pp. 89-99). His real title, Vicarius Christi (Vicar of Christ), only
adds up (with a disappointing thud) to 214. An LDS friend also told
me about "Pope Joan," an exceptionally bright medieval woman who
pretended to be a man and eventually rose through the ranks of the
priesthood to be elected pope. (She was supposed to have been
ousted when she gave birth to a baby and her gender was revealed.)
Of course, there is a whopping four-hundred-year
gap between
when Joan is supposed to have lived and the first mention of her
(pp. 167-77). In fact, there is no reliable historical information available to verify the existence of such a woman. Our Catholic friends
will appreciate it if we never bring these red herrings up again.
Madrid also frankly acknowledges the existence of several "bad
popes" who were involved in corruption, adultery, and even murder
(pp. 130-33). To Catholics, the bad popes demonstrate only that God
will not let anyone bring down his church-even the pope.
I am not saying that there are no decent arguments against the
papacy or that Pope Fiction adequately neutralizes every charge it addresses.4 I am, however, insisting that, if we are likely to have genuine
discussions with Roman Catholics, and if we can rescue these discussions from degenerating into mud-slinging contests by reading a
medium-sized paperback book, we ought to.
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indeed, be found among a few Latter-day Saints, usually those who
have little or no experience talking to others about their faith, but the
same attitude can also be observed among Catholics and those of
other faiths. So as to avoid confusion, let me clarify what I mean by
"anti-Mormon." I personally classify as anti-Mormon those who, in
their desire to find fault, resort to dishonest or sloppy methods to
make their case against the Latter-day Saints.
This is not to say that Bennett's work should be classed with the
hate literature propagated by some fundamentalist critics. Bennett
forgoes some (not all) of the sensationalism but still does not offer a
fair presentation. Likewise, only limited evidence suggests dishonesty
on Bennett's part; I do not believe that his books were written in bad
faith. However, it is evident that he has uncritically accepted the
charges of other anti- Mormon writers. It is also clear that Bennett
has an ax to grind with the church. In his zeal to find fault, he paints
a distorted picture of Mormonism and its history.
It is especially egregious that such books should be published by
Catholic Answers, a prominent Roman Catholic apologetics organization. For years, Catholic Answers has defended Catholicism against
the hate-filled anti-Catholic literature often published by fundamentalist critics, some of whom the Latter-day Saints also know very
well. However, when the organization turns its attention to the
Church of Jesus Christ, its editors publish material that uses the same
methods they decry with respect to their own critics. Karl Keating,
director and founder of Catholic Answers, writes the following regarding Loraine Boettner's book, Roman Catholicism, which relies
heavily on the testimony of former priests to establish "what Catholics really believe":
These are the books-written
by disaffected ex-Catholics or
by people who never have been Catholic but who have made
their mark in the world by pushing unadorned bigotryfrom which Boettner gets his juiciest information. Relying
on them for the straight story on the Catholic Church is like
relying on a political candidate to tell you all the good points
about his opponent. ...
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Now it may well be that a man leaving one religion for
another can write fairly, without bitterness, about the one he
left behind .... But it stands to reason that most people who
suddenly think they have an urge to write about their change
of beliefs just want to vent their frustrations or justify their
actions. Their books should be read and used with discretion, and they should not be used at all as explanations of the
beliefs of their old religion if the books betray the least hint
of rancor."
It is my hope that the reader will apply the same standard when assessing Bennett's writings.
I will give some general impressions regarding When Mormons
Call and Inside Mormonism,
and then I will provide evidence that
Bennett has consistently used tactics that qualify his work as antiMormon. His work, I will show, should not be taken at face value.
This treatment will be neither exhaustive nor complete in its particulars. The most pressing issue in my mind is to show that readers can
seek better comparative information on the two religions elsewhere."
As Keating writes regarding Boettner's Roman Catholicism:
There is no room here to discuss each point Boettner
brings up-the refutation of a one-sentence charge may take
a page, and his tome would require a small library as an adequate reply-but the style of Roman Catholicism can be conveyed, and the reader can see there are serious deficiencies
in the book, which forms the basis of the anti-Catholic
movement.4
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General Impressions
The purpose of Bennett's shorter book, When Mormons Call, is
simple-head the Mormon missionaries off at the pass! "Rather than
let them in (especially if they weren't invited), be polite. Say, 'Thank
you for stopping by (and leaving the tape, book, or whatever). We're
a Catholic family and have no interest in hearing your presentation.'
Then say it again. And again" (WMC, p. 14). In case the Catholic
reader does invite the missionaries in, the balance of the book is essentially a prep course on how to derail the discussions.
After having studied beforehand a particular topic in this
book, stay with it. Don't let the missionaries give a quick
brush-off and change the subject. Remember, they learned in
their training course to "build" on each item they present. To
deflect them from the pre-arranged flow could unsettle and
confuse them. That's all right. They need to be shaken up
and encouraged to think for themselves. (WMC, p. 16)
The larger of the two books, Inside Mormonism, is composed of
five main parts. These include an overview of Latter-day Saint history, with special emphasis on what Bennett perceives as major
changes in doctrine and practice; a description of "Mormon life";
and discussions of the great apostasy, LDS theology and anthropology, and LDS revelations and scriptures. This book is riddled with
problems, including serious distortions of church history and doctrine. Bennett's work is heavily dependent on that of Jerald and
Sandra Tanner, whom he praises profusely (IM, p. 513). The only
"caution" Bennett mentions is that "the Tanners are now Fundamentalist Protestants, members of The Christian and Missionary
Alliance. Their sola scriptura bias occasionally shows up in their
analyses." But much more can and should be said. Bennett does not
realize that the Tanners have long been shown to employ faulty historical methods such as out-of-context quoting, questionable use of
ellipses, and innuendo. In the analyses that follow, clear instances
where Bennett borrowed information from the Tanners (without attribution) and then apparently put little or no effort into checking
their interpretations will be examined in detail.
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Inside Mormonism does have a few good points, some of which I
will mention here. For instance, Bennett shoots holes in some faulty
proof texts church members have been known to use. But he also
brushes off LOS interpretations that are perfectly sound. Unfortunately, when it is convenient for him, Bennett argues from the assumption that only a literal, historical reading will do, when to take
such a stance would disqualify most of the messianic prophecies
cited by New Testament writers like Matthew. Prophetic, typological
(as opposed to allegorical) interpretation of the scriptures has plenty
of precedent in the Roman Catholic (not to mention Jewish) tradition, and it defies the narrow sort of "rules of hermeneutics" fundamentalists like to recommend. In some instances, various Latter-day
Saint interpretations of biblical passages could be argued much more
strenuously than Bennett allows.
I also enjoyed reading Bennett's explanations of various Catholic
doctrinal stances. I firmly believe that one cannot begin to understand a substantially different religious tradition without looking
into the reasons members of that tradition give for their beliefs. Just
knowing what they believe is rather useless without understanding
the why of it. In fact, Bennett does a fairly good job in some instances
of offering reasons for his faith. For instance, I was particularly impressed with some of the arguments he presented for the antiquity of
the practice of baptism by affusion ("pouring") (IM, pp. 212-14). I
also liked his lucid explanation of how Catholics view Latter-day
Saint ordinances and ordinations (TM, pp. 84-107).
Finally, Bennett does us the service of pointing out instances in
which Latter-day Saint authors have used what can be reasonably
construed as anti-Catholic propaganda.5 While incidents in Catholic
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the old churches [has 1 always been slandered by all apostates since
the world began."7

Anti-Mormon

Tactics

Although Bennett appears to exhibit some restraint in his tone,
he often lets loose with unt~lir characterizations, unkind remarks,
and unsupported assertions. Combine these with clear instances,
whether intentional or not, in which he has distorted the truth to
make his case against Mormonism, and what we end up with are a
couple of anti-Mormon books. Whatever their good points, these
books should be an embarrassment to Catholic Answers.
Imputing Sinister Motives
A [lVorite tactic among anti-Mormon writers is to impute sinister motives to everything the Latter-day Saints do. Such writers may
employ this approach because readers tend to be much more receptive to charges against people for whom they have bad feelings, and if
bad feelings can be cultivated against the Saints, the rest of the antiMormon propaganda goes down much more smoothly. For instance,
Bennett writes, "If you've ever felt 'pestered' by a Mormon acquaintance, realize that he is simply working out his ultimate godhood
by trying to lengthen the membership rolls of his church" (WMC,
p. 104). When the missionaries are taught to "build relationships of
trust" with investigators, Bennett supplies his interpretation of this
phrase: "[The missionaries arc] told something like: 'Get to know
your target, get him to like and trust you. Talk about your own family
and feelings. Then gradually introduce the pre-selected and prepackaged message you were taught in the missionary training program" (WMe, p. 1(5). According to Bennett, we do not really care
about our targets-er, friends; we are, instead, selfish people grasping
at godhood.
7.
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Consider also this comment, which is supposed to prepare readers for attending a Latter-day Saint worship service: "Also, be prepared for 'love bombing.' The members will welcome you warmly
and urge you to return again and again. They'll sweet-talk you into
attending other meetings later in the day or the week. And they'll
coax you to be baptized" (WMC, p. 100). Describing the hypothetical
experience of a fictional Catholic who attended an LDS service, he
writes, "Though people had been pleasant to him at all of the events,
there did at times seem to be something 'forced' about their friendliness" (IM, p. 68).
I have been a member of the Church of Jesus Christ all my life,
and I can testify that the "love bombing" has never stopped. When I
moved into my present home, about twenty people from our congregation, who had never met us, showed up a few hours before Christmas Eve to help us unload our rental truck. One of the members had
picked up the keys from our landlord, and others had left food items,
a Christmas tree, and logs for the fireplace. Now, if I were a cynical
person, I might interpret these gestures as grasping attempts to "earn
godhood." If so, these attempts are not unique to Mormons. On one
occasion I was identified as a visitor to mass by a Catholic couple
who took my fellow missionary and me out to dinner on the spot.
On another occasion a Catholic priest befriended me and took me
out to lunch. These were real Christians, and if they held out some
hope that they might influence me to one day accept Catholicism, so
be it. I love them for it and appreciate their making such an effort on
my behalf.
Bennett apparently had no reservations about the genuineness of
Latter-day Saint overtures of friendship until he left the church. Before his reconversion to Catholicism, he was a popular speaker at LDS
firesides, and in fact his conversion story was taped and distributed
by Deseret Book. Consider his comment to an audience in Utah:
Barbara and I know it's not because of any celebrity status that might have brushed by us. It's because that's the way
you are. They are a brother or sister in Christ-of
course
we're going to fall all over ourselves for them. Of course we
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make sacrifices. Of course we treat them with utmost respect
and kindness. No big deal, that's what we do.R
It seems apparent that Isaiah Bennett became embittered toward
the Church of Jesus Christ at some point, and now he sees sinister motives behind every action. Which Isaiah Bennett should we believe?
"Lies, Damn Lies, and Statistics" -Mormon

Morality

Even when an anti-Mormon writer imputes sinister motives to
the Latter-day Saints at every opportunity, this may not be convincing to some readers, especially those who have a number of LDS
friends. The reader may think very highly of his Latter-day Saint acquaintances, or he may be influenced by the cultural stereotype of
Mormons as strictly moral and decent people. To overcome this obstacle, the anti-Mormon writer must do three things. First, he must
admit there are a number of really good Latter-day Saint people out
there, simultaneously claiming that he does not wish to cast aspersions on their character. "Though they were gravely theologically
misled by the organization Joseph Smith started, they were still good
people, and many of them had never known anything except Mormonism" (IM, p. 487).Y Second, he must brush off the wholesome
cultural stereotype of Mormons as the result of slick advertising on

8. Isaiah Bennett, A Passion fin Truth: The Conversion
City: Deseret Book, 1995), audiocassette.
9.
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also published a study with somewhat different results. 12 Although
their results are less current, the sample sizes were much larger and
the data were analyzed more rigorously. Heaton and Goodman
found that the fraction of married persons who had ever been divorced was significantly different among different religious traditions
and those with no religious preference, with members of the Church of
Jesus Christ weighing in with the lowest divorce rate (male Catholics,
19.8%; female Catholics, 23.1 %; male liberal Protestants, 24.4%; female liberal Protestants, 30.8%; male conservative Protestants, 27.7%;
female conservative Protestants, 30.9%; male Mormons, 14.3%; female
Mormons, 18.8%; males professing no religious preference, 39.2%;
and females professing no religious preference, 44.7%). Church activity also made a significant difference in all cases. For instance, only
8.5% of Catholic males, 18.1% of Catholic females, 10.2% of Mormon
males, and 15.2% of Mormon females who had ever been married
and who attended church at least twice a month had been divorced.
(The Catholic and Mormon divorce rates were the lowest, both overall and among frequent church attenders. However, the differences
among denominations were somewhat reduced when education was
included as a control factor; members of the Church of Jesus Christ
had the highest level of educational attainment.) Finally, Heaton and
Goodman also found that only 5.4% of Mormon males and 6.5% of
Mormon females who had their marriages solemnized in an LOS
temple had been divorced. 13 Plainly, the beliefs of those who faithfully follow LOS teachings significantly affect their attitudes toward
divorce.
Even if we assume that the statistics reported by the Barna Research Group are more correct than those of the Heaton and Goodman study and that the divorce rate for Catholics is indeed somewhat
lower than that of the Latter-day Saints, more questions remain. For
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instance, why would the divorce rate for atheists be the same as that
for Catholics? The answer may be related to attitudes toward premarital sex in these groups (as well as such factors as educational attainment). While I have no data for atheists, the Encyclopedia of Mormonism reports that "a greater percentage of Latter-day Saints disapprove
of premarital sex, extramarital sex, and homosexuality than any other
religious group .... 58 percent of the Latter-day Saints said that premarital sex is always wrong, compared with 34 percent of Protestants
and 25 percent of Catholics."'4 In addition, members of the Church
ofJesus Christ tend to marry quite young (a risk factor for divorce), 15
and the percentage of LDS cohabitation was reported at half the national norm in 1991.16 Finally, a larger percentage of LDS people over
30 have entered into marriage than those in any other religious
group.'? When all these data are taken together, it can be seen that the
LDS emphasis on marriage and premarital chastity motivates more
Latter-day Saints than others to marry and to do so at a younger age.
Those in social groups where these principles are not stressed as
much may postpone marriage to an older age (lowering the risk of
divorce). Certainly, those who solemnize their marriages in LDS temples have an extremely low divorce rate, but the sphere of influence
of the LDS emphasis on marriage extends to those who are not as active in the faith. Such individuals may place a high value on getting
married but lack the commitment to make it work. Obviously, complicated and interacting social forces are at work behind the single
statistic Bennett cites, and when more data are taken into account,
the LDS record on divorce comes out looking not quite so tarnished.
Bennett also cites statistics to show that "while the consumption
of alcohol and illicit drugs is low in Utah, the state ranks third in prescription drug expenditures ... and sixth in over-the-counter drug
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abuse treatment admissions for 1992." He also writes, "As of April 1,
1993, the United States average for all suicides was 12.1 per onehundred thousand persons. The Utah average was 14" (IM, p. 152).
His point is that he believes the high demands their religion places
on Latter-day Saints drive many to depression and suicide. However,
once again he has not given the whole story, and more questions
must be asked.
First, why does Bennett bring up the statistic for prescription
drug expenditures? Does the fact that doctors prescribe more medicine in a certain state imply that people are abusing their penicillin?
Bennett's innuendo here is irresponsible.
Second, why would the use of alcohol and illicit drugs be so low
in Utah but the abuse of over-the-counter drugs so high? Having
lived in Utah as a teenager, 1 am aware that some children in Utah
abuse over-the-counter drugs because they are often more readily
available than more traditional drugs like alcohol. In fact, sociologist
Stephen Bahr reports that Latter-day Saint teens have a lower incidence of alcohol, tobacco, and marijuana use compared to teens of
other religious groups but are similar to those in all other religions in
their use of cocaine. IS This is a strange statistic, since Bahr and Anastasios Marcos also report that the data show a cumulative progression from alcohol to cigarettes to marijuana and subsequently to
other drugs among teens in Utah, as has been reported in similar
studies of teens in other states. 19 Apparently, teens in Utah who start
down the road of drugs and alcohol are more likely to go farther
than those in other states. Sociologist Harold T. Christensen writes
that in a strongly conservative society like that of the Latter-day
Saints, those who deviate from accepted behavior often pay a heavier
price. For instance, in the 1950s Mormon college students were reported to have the lowest drinking rate but the highest alcoholism
rate among drinkers of any religious group.20
18.
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The statistic for suicide in Utah also raises questions. For instance, what social factors may be stacked against the population of
Utah other than the fact that most of them are nominally Latter-day
Saints? Generally, males are almost five times more likely than females to commit suicide, and white males are nearly twice as likely to
commit suicide as nonwhite males.21 According to the 1990 census,
Utah was 93.8% white, whereas the country as a whole was 80.3%
white.22 Another significant factor may be the "frontier attitude" with
respect to gun ownership that is prevalent in the West. Arthur Kellerman and coworkers report in the New England Journal of Medicine
that "ready availability of firearms is associated with an increased risk
of suicide in the home,"23 and Utahns against Gun Violence assert,
"In Utah at least 13 percent of parents have a loaded gun in an unlocked place."24 Another group of researchers recently wrote in
Psychiatric Quarterly, "Suicide rates typically decreased following implementation of a variety of firearm control laws. Suicide-prone individuals seldom substitute other means or go outside legal channels
for suicide weapons. Firearm restrictions may decrease the ready accessibility of firearms enough to allow the peak period of suicidality
to pass."25In this context it is interesting to note that a recent report
by the Open Society Institute gives Utah a score of 0 on the toughness
of its gun laws (twenty states ranked lower, with scores of -1 to -10
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within a possible range of 100 to _10).26 The scores for all eight states
in the Mountain region (Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, New
Mexico, Nevada, Wyoming, and Utah) were similarly low, ranging
from -6 to +4, which might partially explain why the overall suicide
rate in this region is far above that of other regions of the countryY
The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) recently released a study
on regional variations in suicide rates. They adjusted for age, sex, and
race/ethnicity distribution and still found distinct regional variations, with ten of thirteen Western states in the top quartile for suicide rates. Even taking into account the increased availability of
firearms in the West did not appear to account completely for the
variations.2H Surely, the relatively high suicide rate in Utah is part of a
regional phenomenon, the causes of which have baffled even the CDC.
On the other hand, Utah has the lowest suicide rate in the Mountain
region, so obviously the number of members of the Church of Jesus
Christ in these states does not correlate positively with suicide rates.
Bennett connects Utah's suicide rate to depression among Latterday Saints but cites no data to support this conclusion except that he
knows a few Mormon women who feel stress over not living up to
their ideals. (Has anyone else heard the expression Catholic guilt?) A
number of psychological studies examine the effect of religious attitudes on mental health, and Latter-day Saints have frequently been
the subject of such inquiries. What were the findings of these studies?
Daniel Judd recently reviewed all the available literature on mental
health among Latter-day Saints (some 58 separate studies) and found
that
71 percent of the outcomes indicated a positive relationship
between religiosity and mental health variables, 4 percent
26.
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negative, and 24 percent neutral (l percent was curvilinear).
While much of the anecdotal writing concerning the mental
health of the Latter-day Saints has been negative, ... the majority of the research (95 percent of the outcomes) clearly refutes these negative assertions. The research evidence clearly
indicates that Latter-day Saints who live their religion report
better mental health than those who are less committed to
the faith.29
David Spendlove, Dee West, and William Stanish published a
study on the prevalence of depression in Mormon and non-Mormon
women in which they found no difference between the two populations.30 Marleen Williams also recently published a study showing
that although "perfectionism" correlates positively with depression
among women, no difference is evident between the prevalence of
depression among LOS and Protestant women.3! Larry Jensen, Janet
Jensen, and Terrie Wiederhold report that college students with high
religious involvement in any of the denominations studied had more
positive scores on a mental health test. However, "LOS women tended
to show more emotional maturity than those in the other denominations."32 With respect to suicide in particular, Jie Zhang and Darwin
Thomas report that a sample of students at Brigham Young University had "a lower rate of suicidal ideation than other college students
nationally."33
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The reader should carefully consider the fact that Isaiah Bennett
connects the suicide rate to depression among Latter-day Saints
using nothing but anecdotal evidence, whereas the vast majority of
scientific studies dealing with this issue emphatically contradict his
conclusions. Do Bennett's Latter-day Saint acquaintances really have
an anomalously high rate of mental illness, or is this prima facie evidence of his anti- LDS bias?
But Mormons do not just have a high rate of depression, in Bennett's view. Apparently, he also thinks the religion somehow promotes criminal behavior. Bennett writes that Utah ranked twentyfourth in 1993 in substantiated reports of child abuse and neglect,
and he also cites several statistics suggesting that crime is high in
Utah (IM, pp. 152-53). However, such data need to be normalized to
factors such as age distribution and urbanization and are dependent
on the reporting behavior of the populace. After examining Utah
crime statistics in this context, sociologists Richard Johnson and
James Whitaker conclude, "There are no reliable numbers that support the idea that Utah has exceptionally high rates of fraud or child
abuse." Additionally,
The measurement of crime is elusive, involving ideological disputes over the appropriate meaning of crime, uncertainties about the accuracy of official law enforcement crime
reports, and the absence of data for some offenses. If we focus on FBI reports of "street crime," Utah appears to be one
of the safer places in the nation. Similarly, a recent national
study taking into account sixteen crime and justice-related
factors placed Utah thirty-fifth in their "Most Dangerous
State" rankings.\4
Once again, religious activity is not factored into the crime statistics Bennett reports. Does he really believe that illegal activity is
somehow encouraged by the Church of Jesus Christ? If so, how? Is
this another case where lapsed members of the Church of Jesus
Christ are more likely to deviate farther from the norm than others?
34.
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In any case, what percentage of the population can be labeled the
"criminal element"? The Utah State Corrections Department has
data available on the religious affiliation of its inmates. Although
Latter-day Saints comprise approximately 70% of the Utah population, only 34.6% of the male inmates and 24.4% of the female inmates are listed as Latter-day Saints. And although Catholics comprise only about 6% of Utah's population," 17.6% of the male inmates
and 15.1 % of the female inmates are listed as Catholic.36 If I were to
follow Isaiah Bennett's behavior in this review, I might insinuate that
Catholicism must promote criminal behavior, but this would be just
as absurd as Bennett's innuendos about the Mormons. Good Mormons and good Catholics are law-abiding citizens,37 and Bennett's
use of crime statistics does not reflect the evidence.
According to Bennett, all these statistical potshots should not be
taken to imply that "Catholics outshine Mormons or others in the
ethical areas cited. The point is not to place blame on individual
Mormon lay people." Rather, "Mormon moral theology comes up
lacking. When faced with a changing world, the Mormon response is
not to continue proclaiming God's unchanging moral truth, but to
revise, reword, and accommodate-to
appear righteous while holding to doctrines of iniquity" (IM, pp. 140-41). Bennett's evidences
for this statement are the LDS stances on abortion, birth control, and
divorce. But this argument is extremely disingenuous. If Catholics do
not outshine Mormons in the arena of morality, what does Bennett's
biased statistical report have to do with our supposedly "lacking"
moral theology? Why cite such statistics, if not to show the conse35.
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quences of LOS moral theology in contrast to the consequences of
the Catholic version, which is supposedly not "lacking"?
The official Latter-day Saint stance on abortion is that it is a
grave sin and is not tolerated except in rare cases where the life or
good health of the woman is in jeopardy, the pregnancy has resulted
from incest or rape, or the fetus is known to have severe defects that
will not allow it to survive beyond birth. Even in such cases, a woman
may have an abortion only after consulting with her husband (if applicable) and her local priesthood leader and receiving divine confirmation of the action through prayer.3B A Catholic friend of mine
pointed out that this policy seemed contradictory to him because on
the one hand, abortion was defined as a "grave sin," but on the other
hand, it was allowed that God might specifically endorse such grave
sins via personal revelation. Catholics declare that an unborn child is
always an "innocent," and therefore it is always a grave sin to kill such
a person. In answer to this objection, I will first point out that even
the Catholic Church allows for abortion in cases such as ectopic pregnancies. They simply do not define it as an abortion but rather as a
surgical procedure with the object of removing a diseased fallopian
tube, which procedure happens to have the unintended consequence
of aborting a fetus. Presumably, Catholic bombardiers who carpetbombed entire cities during World War II were similarly absolved
from sin because their intent was not to kill innocent people, even
though they knew that would be an inevitable result of their actions.
Latter-day Saints might appeal to the same principle, for example, by
saying that in situations where abortion is allowed, the intended result is to save the mother from trauma or death.
However, in my opinion, all such attempts to make nuanced definitions to create a completely consistent "moral theology" are doomed
to fail. Consider the biblical example of the entrance of the Israelites
into Palestine. The Lord commanded them to conquer the land and
show mercy on those who surrendered. Even when a city had not
surrendered, the Israelites were commanded to spare the women,
3~. See Gospel Priflciples (Salt Lake City: Church
1992), 251 (cited in lM, p. 144).

of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
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children, and cattle (Deuteronomy 20:10-15). However, the Lord
commanded one exception. "But of the cities of [the Amorites, Canaanites, Hittites, and Jebusites], which the Lord thy God doth give thee
[for] an inheritance, thou shalt save alive nothing that breatheth" (Deuteronomy 20:16-17). The context from the previous verses makes it
clear that women and little children were not excepted. How does
this example fit with the assertion that one can never be justified in
purposefully killing an innocent? Perhaps this example has made the
reader a bit uncomfortable, and 1 have to admit that these verses are
somewhat shocking to my sensibilities. But it is my conviction that
those who insist on trying to circumscribe the whole of moral action
within some narrowly defined "moral theology" are planting their
heads firmly in the sand. In contrast, 1 offer the only attempt I know
of by Joseph Smith at any sort of comprehensive moral theology:
"That which is wrong under one circumstance, may be, and often is,
right under another. God said, 'Thou shalt not kill;' at another time
He said, 'Thou shalt utterly destroy.' This is the principle on which
the government of heaven is conducted-by
revelation adapted to
the circumstances in which the children of the kingdom are placed.
Whatever God requires is right, no matter what it is, although we
may not see the reason thereof till long after the events transpire."39
Bennett attempts to show that the LDS position has changed on
this issue by citing the 1979 and 1988 editions of the Gospel Principles manual, which state, "There is no excuse for abortion unless
the life of the mother is seriously threatened" (TM, pp. 143-44). However, Lester Bush has recently shown that the official LDS position on
this issue has remained fairly constant over the years, making some
adjustments with advances in medical science. For instance, the First
Presidency made this official statement on the issue in the Priesthood
Bulletin for June 1972:
The church opposes abortion and counsels its members
not to submit to or perform an abortion except in the rare

39.

Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, 256.
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cases where, in the opinion of competent medical counsel, the
life or good health of the mother is seriously endangered or
where the pregnancy was caused by rape and produces serious emotional trauma in the mother. Even then it should be
done only after counseling with the local presiding authority
and after receiving divine confirmation through prayer.40
Obviously, the wording in Gospel Principles was changed in the 1992
edition to more accurately reflect the true position of the church.
In any case, Bennett is incensed by this position, and in fact it appears to be one of the reasons he left the church (IM, p. 486). He writes,
"One can only turn away in disgust from the Mormon church's dithering on the necessity of protecting unborn humans" (IM, p. 147).
He also asserts that although Utah has a very low abortion rate, "the
rate in Utah might be even lower if not for church teachings that
endorse abortion in particular situations" (IM, p. 143, emphasis in
original).
Is that so? Let us examine a few relevant facts. First, Utah does
not just have a low abortion rate-it
has the lowest abortion rate
among all the states, and this despite having the highest birth rate. Of
course, the fact that Utah has the lowest out-of-wedlock birth rate
might be a contributing factor as we11.4\On the other hand, Roman
Catholicism has the strictest stance against abortion I know of, but a
recent study showed that "Catholics are as likely as women in the
general population to have an abortion, while Protestants are only
69% as likely and Evangelical or born-again Christians are only 39%
as likely."42In a 1992 Gallup Poll, only 12.9% of Catholics surveyed
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the deficient moral theology of the Church of Jesus Christ on this issue, but outcomes speak louder than words.
finally, what about divorce? It is true that Jesus equated divorce and
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since there will always be areas at the fringe of doctrine where all the
implications cannot be worked out without more information. Furthermore, human language is rarely used in a strict, technical manner. Words often have multiple meanings, and statements may be
true in one sense and false in another. But even though such an exercise requires some subjectivity in judgment, it is a useful one. If a person cannot convince himself that apparent contradictions can be harmonized, perhaps he has reason to doubt. Thus, it does not bother
me when anti-Mormons produce lists of supposed contradictions,
but it does bother me when the alleged contradictions are clearly fabricated. That is, anti- Mormons will often ignore mitigating statements within the documents they claim are contradictory in order to
fabricate a contradictionY
Bennett employs this tactic with regard to the practice of polygamy by members of the Church of Jesus Christ. His basic thesis is
that Joseph Smith invented the doctrine of plural marriage to justify
his extramarital affairs. Although the church claims Joseph Smith
had a revelation on this subject as early as 1831, Bennett summarily
dismisses this belief as an ex post facto fabrication, and as primary
evidence for his assertion he produces several verses from the Book
of Mormon (Jacob 2:23-24, 26-27) to show that "polygamy is unambiguously condemned in the Book of Mormon" (lM, p. 477; d.
pp. 26,478, and WMC, pp. 68-70). Naturally, if the practice were
"unambiguously condemned" in an earlier revelation, it would seem
a bit fishy if Joseph Smith produced a contradictory revelation after
engaging in extramarital affairs. And yet, if Bennett had bothered to
look three verses ahead in the Book of Mormon, he would have found
this mitigating statement: "For if I will, saith the Lord of Hosts, raise
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up seed unto me, I will command my people; otherwise they shall
hearken unto these things" (Jacob 2:30). This statement plainly
proves that plural marriage is not "unambiguously condemned" and,
furthermore, that plural marriage is unambiguously advocated in
cases where the Lord specifically commands it.48 By looking ahead
three verses, we find that Bennett's entire thesis that the later revelations were ex post facto fabrications to justify the Prophet's supposed
infidelity is destroyed. Incidentally, this position accommodates the
biblical data (that is, that sometimes God has approved of plural
marriage and sometimes he hasn't; see, for example, Exodus 21:7-11;
Deuteronomy 21:15-16; 2 Samuel 12:8-11; 1 Timothy 3:2,12) much
more easily than any of the alternatives. Several of the early Christian
writers expressed very similar interpretations.49
The most disturbing aspect of this particular charge is that Bennett undoubtedly knew it was false before he made it. In his conversion story, taped before he returned to Catholicism, Bennett related
that before he converted to Mormonism, he was heavily involved in
reading anti-Mormon literature and in fact was working on an antiMormon book of his own. After having a spiritual experience that
led him to believe that Mormonism might have some truth to it,
however, he began to fear that he might have to someday join the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. He went on:
But I had a loophole, and the loophole was the Book of
Mormon. I had read into the Book of Mormon here and
there, as directed by the anti-Mormon literature, and I had
underlined passages in Jacob, chapter 2, where it absolutely
forbids polygamy, and all of that. And then I read in the anti[Mormon] literature where even the LDS Church doesn't
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obey its own supposed scripture, and I soaked it all up. So I
had read bits and pieces of the book-I'd
never sat down to
read it.50
From the context of his remarks about Jacob 2, it is clear that at the
time of his fireside talk he was aware that his interpretation of these
passages was based on selective reading. Furthermore, apparently his
fears about the Book of Mormon were allayed, because when he finally began to read the whole book, he said, "By the time I got through
2 Nephi ... I was absolutely convinced that this is the word of God."5l
This is clear evidence that Bennett's charges regarding polygamy in
the Book of Mormon are not only baseless but disingenuous.
The example cited above brings up the broader issue of how antiMormons like Bennett treat the Book of Mormon. For instance, Bennett creates a contradiction between the statement that the Book of
Mormon contains "the fulness of the gospel of Jesus Christ" (D&C
20:9) and the fact that it does not clearly preach a number of distinctive LDS doctrines and practices (lM, pp. 450-52; WMC, pp. 42-43,
48-49). This is a standard anti-Mormon criticism, but it ignores several pertinent facts. While it is true that the Latter-day Saints have
often used the term gospel in a broader sense that would preclude the
Book of Mormon containing the "fulness" of it, we also use it in the
narrower sense of "the good news about Jesus" and the basics of entering his kingdom.52 This is precisely the definition used in the Book
of Mormon (e.g., at 3 Nephi 27: 13-19). Additionally, the only place
the phrase fulness of the gospel is defined in the scriptures is in Doctrine and Covenants 76: 11-14, where it is equated with a prophetic
testimony of the mission and person of Jesus Christ. Finally, and
most important, the Book of Mormon specifically states that there
would be "greater things" revealed.
And these things have I written, which are a lesser part of
the things which he taught the people; and I have written them
50.
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to the intent that they may be brought again unto this people,
from the Gentiles, according to the words which Jesus hath
spoken. And when they shall have received this, which is expedient that they should have first, to try their faith, and if it
shall so be that they shall believe these things then shall the
greater things be made manifest unto them. And if it so be
that they will not believe these things, then shall the greater
things be withheld from them, unto their condemnation.
Behold, I was about to write them, all which were engraven
upon the plates of Nephi, but the Lord forbade it, saying: I
will try the faith of my people. (3 Nephi 26:8- II)
Since Bennett approaches the Book of Mormon looking for fullblown explanations of every LDS doctrine, he instead finds "contradictions." In contrast, Latter-day Saints approach the book in the
manner the text itself demands and find important truths expressed
(e.g., the unity of the Godhead) which, when combined with further
revelations, add to a more complete understanding.
The difference between the two approaches is simply the presence or absence of faith. An attitude of faith seeks first to harmonize
before concluding that contradictions exist, and Catholics believe
this principle at least as much as the Latter-day Saints. For example,
when asked about alleged contradictions, Catholic apologist Jeff Mirus wrote, "These apparent contradictions must be resolved according to the 'analogy of faith: In other words, since we know that both
(or several) teachings are inspired by the same Holy Spirit, it is unacceptable to reject one in favor of another. Rather, the key is to find
out how they fit together."5)
Following is a concrete example of how this principle is applied.
Some Catholics are disturbed by the fact that currently their church
teaches that non-Catholics who die unbaptized may be saved. 54Their
concern is based on the fact that some popes appear to have stated
53.
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the opposite, and some of these statements appear to satisfy all the
criteria for papal infallibility.55 For instance, Boniface Vlll stated in
the bull Unam Sanctam (A.D. 1302), "Furthermore, we declare, we
proclaim, we define that it is absolutely necessary for salvation that
every human creature be subject to the Roman Pontiff."56 Eugene IV
was even more explicit in his bull Cantate Domino (A.D. 1441):
The Most Holy Roman Church firmly believes, professes
and preaches that none of those existing outside the Catholic
Church, not only pagans, but also Jews, and heretics, and
schismatics, can ever be partakers of eternal life, but that
they are to go into the eternal fire "which was prepared for
the devil, and his angels," (Mt. 25:41) unless before death
they are joined with Her; and that so important is the unity
of this Ecclesiastical Body, that only those remaining within
this unity can profit from the sacraments of the Church unto
salvation, and that they alone can receive an eternal recompense for their fasts, alms deeds, and other works of Christian piety and duties of a Christian soldier. No one, let his
almsgiving be as great as it may, no one, even if he pour out
his blood for the Name of Christ, can be saved unless they
abide within the bosom and unity of the Catholic Church.57
The Web site of the Catholic "Eternal Word Television Network"
provides a "Catholic Q&A" forum where anyone can ask questions of
a number of experts in various fields of doctrine and practice, and
it happens that questions about such papal statements often come
up. It is instructive to see how completely these experts embrace
the idea of "faithful harmonization." For instance, when historian
Warren Carroll was asked about the statement in Unam Sanctam, he
responded:
55.
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The bull "Unam Sanctam," which was written in the 13th
century, does not refer to persons who have never had the
truth of Christianity preached to them or are in a position of
"invincible ignorance" regarding the true Faith. In Christian
Europe at that time there were no such people. Pope John
Paul II has clearly taught that anyone can be saved if he diligently follows the best that he knows. But if he is saved, it is
then only through the Church (even though he does not recognize it) and the merits of Christ's sacrifice on Calvary. 58
Aside from the fact that "every human creature" was specified,
rather than every person in Christian Europe, Carroll's answer seems
a bit strange. Is it to be maintained that in 1302 no Eastern Orthodox
peasants lived who were too illiterate and ignorant to understand the
issue of the primacy of the Bishop of Rome? That would have been
an odd historical situation, indeed.
Catholic Answers' Keating happens to be one of the experts in
this forum as well. When confronted by a dissenting Catholic with
several statements, including the above, he did not even try to harmonize them with current teachings; instead, he simply appealed to
the belief that the magisterium has the right to interpret infallible
statements, just as it does the scriptures.
The magisterium is the final authority on what the Bible
means, and the magisterium is also the final authority on what
magisterial teachings mean. The magisterium has made it
clear that your interpretation of the documents you quote is
not what the Church teaches. Like the Protestant who thinks
the meaning of the Bible is crystal clear, you think the meaning of these quotations is crystal clear-but you both err.59
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Now, I have no intention of dwelling on the question of whether
the pope really possesses the gift of infallibility, and Catholic apologists have in fact given better answers to the problem mentioned
above than either Carroll or Keating.60 Even if the doctrine of papal
infallibility were proven false, it might only mean that the doctrine of
infallibility defined in the First Vatican Council was not an infallible
teaching. Indeed, this is the position of many a liberal Catholic. I
have to admit that I do not fully grasp what this doctrine covers, and
I am told that there are some minor disagreements about it even
among conservative Catholics. However that may be, it is perfectly
clear that Catholic apologists apply the principle of "faithful harmonization" quite liberally to their own texts, while Bennett has attempted no such application in his writings about the doctrine of the
Church of Jesus Christ. This disparity serves to demonstrate Keating's inconsistency in publishing Bennett's exposes.
"Kitchen Sink" Argumentation
In the above examples, it seems apparent that Bennett has created contradictions in his own mind instead of resolving the problems simply by looking more carefully at the texts in question. But he
goes further. Anti-Mormon writers tend to pile on accusations,
throwing in everything, including the kitchen sink, because by doing
so they discourage the average reader from checking sources and
weighing arguments. Under the weight of such a mass of charges, the
reader naturally assumes that at least some of them are correct, and
his faith may waver.
For example, when discussing alleged problems with the Book of
Mormon, Bennett hits the reader with: "The Book of Mormon uses
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several Greek (and even French!) terms. These languages would have
been unknown to the Hebrew-American immigrants (see 3 Nephi
9: 18; 19:4; 6: 19; Jacob 7:27)" (WMC, p. 51; cf. 1M, p. 446). Let us start
with the French term in Jacob 7:27, where Jacob concludes with the
word adieu. The fact is that adieu was and is a perfectly acceptable
English word that happens to have been borrowed from French (as
have thousands of other English words). Whatever the word used on
the plates may have been, this was a perfectly legitimate English
translation. Daniel C. Peterson recently noted:
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word had
been a common one in English since at least 1374. It is included ... in Noah Webster's 1828 American Dictionary of
the English Language. It was simply a word that Joseph knew;
he could just as easily and justifiably have used ciao, auf
Wiedersehen, or sayonara if those words had formed part of
the functioning vocabulary he shared with his audience.61
In fact, I recently noticed that before their fateful duel in 1804, both
Aaron Burr and Alexander Hamilton wrote letters to close family
members to be read in case of their deaths, and both of them concluded their letters with "Adieu."62All these "adieus" indicate a final
good-bye, such as one might say just before dying to another who
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will be met again only at the last judgment-literally,
it means "to
God," in the sense of "I commend you [or your soul] to God." We use
the French word because there is no equivalent in Anglo-Saxon English. It is not just an acceptable translation-it
is the most accurate
translation, then and now.
What about the Greek terms Bennett mentions? Third Nephi 9:18
refers to Jesus Christ as "Alpha and Omega." However, once again
these are not only Greek words but perfectly good English words
borrowed from Greek. Anyone in Joseph Smith's milieu, steeped in
the King James Version of the Bible, would have readily recognized
and understood this phrase (see Revelation 1:8). In fact, even today
modern English translations like the New International Version and
the New English Bible can translate "TO A KQL TO Q" as "the Alpha
and Omega." Again, if an equivalent concept is expressed in Book of
Mormon language, this is a completely legitimate translation. Similarly, in Inside Mormonism Bennett questions "the use of 'Christ'
throughout the pre-Christian centuries" (p. 446). However, "Christ"
is not a Greek word, but the English equivalent of the Greek Christos
and the equivalent of the Hebrew meshiach. Again, whatever was
written on the plates, Joseph Smith produced an acceptable English
translation.
The other two instances mention Greek personal names, which
seems like a more legitimate issue. However, since Hugh Nibley
showed nearly fifty years ago that these were just the sort of Greek
names Lehi and company might have been familiar with,63 I will refrain from elaborating further. However, I would also recommend
the work of Nibley and others, which shows that a large number of
the nonbiblical personal names in the Book of Mormon are genuinely ancient Near Eastern names.64 I have yet to see a critic of the
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Book of Mormon make a serious attempt at explaining this remarkable fact.
Lexical Imperialism and Ignorance-Monotheism

vs. Polytheism

In order to be successful at creating contradictions, the antiMormon must insist on his right to define terms. He creates his own
dictionary and then uses it to decide which statements by his opponents must be false. Often this sort of lexical imperialism is based on
ignorance of the range of meanings that have been assigned to various words. This is certainly the case with Bennett's treatment of the
LOS doctrine of the divine unity-our
idea of how more than one
"person" can be called "one God."O)
The LOS doctrine of the divine unity can be expressed in three
complementary ways. First, the Father is "the only true God" (John
17:3), as Jesus declared, because "there be gods many, and lords
many, but to us there is but one God, the Father, of whom are all
things ... ; and one Lord Jesus Christ, by whom are all things" (1 Corinthians 8:5-6). Second, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are so completely unified in mind, will, purpose, love, and covenant that they
can properly be referred to as "one God" (2 Nephi 31 :21). Third, all
those who ever have been or will be exalted as "gods" are "one" with
each other in the same way. Jesus expressed the nature of divine unity
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in his great Intercessory Prayer. He prayed "that [my disciples] all
may be one; as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they also
may be one in us: that the world may believe that thou hast sent me.
And the glory which thou gavest me I have given them; that they may
be one, even as we are one" (John 17:21-22, emphasis added). This is
the only passage in the Bible in which the nature of divine unity is
defined, and Latter-day Saints see no reason not to take it at face
value. In contrast, Catholics and others claim that "God" consists of
three distinct "persons" who are "one being" and "one God." The Bible
does not contain any statements regarding any sort of oneness of being.
Bennett uses statements by Bruce R. McConkie to illustrate how
Latter-day Saints claim to be monotheists and then writes:
This is just word games. McConkie is making up his own
definitions for words that already have established meanings.
He misleads Mormons in this attempt at redefining the meanings of monotheism and polytheism. Monotheism teaches
there is one Supreme Being without equal. There never was
and never will be a different or an additional God. (1M,
pp.265-66)
However, this approach betrays ignorance of early Christian
theology and of trends in modern biblical studies. Pennsylvania State
University's Baruch Halpern explains: "Scholars have traditionally
taken a theological and prescriptive approach to the issue of Israelite
monotheism: monotheism is the conviction that only one god exists,
and no others. This conviction is, however, difficult to document."66
He goes on: "Monotheism, Yehezkel Kaufmann observed, postulates
multiple deities, subordinated to the one .... Two elements distinguish it from polytheism: a conviction that the one controls the pantheon, and the idea of false gods."67 The Bible speaks in many places
of "one God" contrasted with false gods but in some cases mentions
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real beings who are called "gods." For instance, the Hebrew text of
Psalm 8:5 says that God made man "a little lower than the gods."
Some scholars, like Peter Hayman and Margaret Barker, have even
gone so far as to claim that Judaism and earliest Christianity were
not monotheistic at al1.6R On the other hand, Larry Hurtado of the
University of Edinburgh argues against such a view as well as against
anachronistic projections of modern "orthodox" definitions of monotheism back on ancient Judaism.
That is, on both sides there is a tendency to proceed as if we
can know in advance what "monotheism" must mean, which
turns out to be a very modern, monistic form of monotheism, and can accordingly evaluate ancient Jewish texts and
beliefs as to whether or how closely they meet an a priori
standard of "pure" monotheism.69
Neither did the earliest forms of Christian theology measure up
to a monistic definition of monotheism. For instance, Bennett criticizes LDS theology because it teaches the subordination of the Son
and the Spirit to the Father. That is, while they are "fully God," they
are not equal to the Father in rank and glory (IM, pp. 295-300). However, as Anglican scholar Richard Hansen observes, "Indeed, until
Athanasius began writing, every single theologian, East and West,
had postulated some form of Subordinationism. It could, about the
year 300, have been described as a fixed part of catholic theology."7o
Even at the Council of Nicea (A.D. 325), the majority of participants
were still subordinationists. J. N. D. Kelly refers to these as "the great
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conservative 'middle party'" and goes on to describe its beliefs: "Its
positive doctrine is that there are three divine hypostases [i.e., persons], separate in rank and glory but united in harmony of will."7!
Bennett also criticizes the Latter-day Saint belief that "Jesus
Christ is a second god" (IM, p. 296). In a sense this is true, because
we postulate no "oneness of Being." Therefore, the Father and Son
are two separate beings and can be termed two separate Gods. Again,
such a notion would not have compromised early Christian monotheism, since they are "united in harmony of will." For instance, St.
Justin Martyr (d. ca. A.D. 165) wrote that Jesus is the "first-begotten"
and the "first force after the Father." He is "a second God, second numerically but not in will."72He also maintained that the Son is "in the
second place, and the prophetic Spirit in the third."73 Well into the
third century, Origen could speak of Jesus as a "second God,"74but he
added a qualification: "We are not afraid to speak, in one sense of
two Gods, in another sense of one God."75 In what sense are they
"one"? "And these, while they are two, considered as persons or subsistences, are one in unity of thought, in harmony and in identity of
will."76
Another point to consider is that Latter-day Saints and Catholics
(including the hellenized Catholic fathers quoted above) have vastly
different concepts of the nature of God. Whereas the Latter-day
Saints believe that the beings we call "God" or "Gods" are embodied
and anthropomorphic,
Catholics believe God to be "eternal, immense, incomprehensible, ... who, being a unique spiritual sub-
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stance by nature, absolutely simple and unchangeable, must be declared distinct from the world in fact and by essence."77 For over a
century scholars have been pointing out that this description of God
appears to derive from the Greek philosophical schools and was only
adopted by Christians beginning with the apologists of the midsecond century, when it replaced a more anthropomorphic conception of deity.7HEven some of the hellenized early Christian writers
admitted as much, as can be seen by the following quotations from
Origen. "The Jews indeed, but also some of our people, supposed
that God should be understood as a man, that is, adorned with human members and human appearance. But the philosophers despise
these stories as fabulous and formed in the likeness of poetic fictions."79 "For it is also to be a subject of investigation how God himself is to be understood,-whether
as corporeal, and formed according to some shape, or of a different nature from bodies-a
point
which is not clearly indicated in our teaching."HoThis is not the place
to fully discuss the problem of early Christian and Jewish anthropomorphism. This has been done elsewhere,HI and Latter-day Saint
writers have effectively answered all the objections Bennett brings to
bear (IM, pp. 267-79).H2 Rather, it is enough to note that Christianity
very likely started out with an anthropomorphic concept of God, and
in this context a "oneness of being" between separate persons makes
no sense.
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Bennett insists that Latter-day Saints claim to be monotheists
in order "to put a more positive 'spin' on Mormon teaching" (IM,
p. 253), but when we turn to the scholarly literature we find historians struggling to classify the ancient Jewish and Christian theologies,
which deviate from classical monism in the same way that LDS theology does. When we turn to the earliest forms of Christianity, we find
that they defined the unity of the Godhead or Trinity in exactly the
same terms as the Latter-day Saints do. Thus, despite Bennett's cries
of protest, Latter-day Saints have a perfect right to the title of monotheists. As long as Latter-day Saints are careful to delineate the differences between our brand of monotheism and that of mainstream
Christianity, we are not spinning anything. We are simply trying to
accurately convey our concept of God.
"The Enemy of My Enemy Is My Friend" -Salvation

and Exaltation

For the anti-Mormon writer, any argument against the Latterday Saints is a good one, regardless of whether said argument has
been or can be used against the writer's own position. This is why
one often sees Protestant fundamentalist critics of the church parroting attacks by liberal Mormons or even atheists, even though the
same or similar arguments are often used against fundamentalist
views of the Bible. Bennett appropriates arguments made by Protestants that can be or have been used against Catholicism as well as
against Mormonism.
This is clearly the case in Bennett's treatment of the alleged LDS
view of salvation and exaltation. According to Bennett, the Latter-day
Saints
emphasize good works, faithful obedience, performance of
ordinances, and "pulling oneself up by one's bootstraps"-to
use Kimball's phrase-as
the means of achieving eventual
deification. Members are continually urged to become perfect and thus merit godhood. Many good members sincerely
participate in their church in hopes that they, too, will one
day be equal with God. How different this seems from the
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accurately assess President Smith's viewpoint, I suggest we take into
account the following passage:
The Savior's words in the Sermon on the Mount, "Be ye
therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is
perfect," evidently have been by many misapplied or limited
in their application. The Savior knew that mortal man could
not reach the great goal of perfection like his Heavenly Father, but here in mortality is the place where that foundation
should be laid. Then we should continue on from grace to
grace, not only in this life but also in the eternities to come,
and it is within the possibility of any faithful soul eventually
to attain to that perfection. H4
The crux of the matter was summarized in a revelation to Joseph
Smith: "And we know also, that sanctification through the grace of our
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ is just and true, to all those who love and
serve God with all their mights, minds, and strength" (D&C 20:31 l.
In other words, with the enabling grace of Jesus Christ and the sanctifying power of the Holy Spirit, one can become truly holy, truly
perfect. As Paul put it, "Let the Spirit change your way of thinking
and make you into a new person. You were created to be like God,
and so you must please him and be truly holy" (Ephesians 4:23-24
Contemporary English Version).H:iNot only should we try to be perfect, but, eventually, the faithful will actually attain perfection.
The irony of Bennett's charge is that the Latter-day Saint and
Catholic views of sanctification are similar and have been attacked by
fundamentalist Protestants in essentially the same terms. For instance, Keating writes against fundamentalist anti-Catholics who at-
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tack Catholicism for emphasizing the necessity of good works and
true sanctification:
The Church teaches that only souls that are objectively good
and pleasing to God merit heaven, and such souls are ones
filled with sanctifying grace ....
. . . For the fundamentalist, sanctifying grace is a figment
of Catholics' imaginations. Accepting Christ accomplishes
one thing and one thing only. It makes God cover one's sinfulness. It makes him turn a blind eye to it. It is as though he
hides the soul under a cloak. Any soul under this cloak is admitted to heaven, no matter how putrescent the reality beneath; no one without the cloak, no matter how pristine, can
enter the pearly gates.86
One difference between the Latter-day Saint and Catholic views
of sanctification is in our respective beliefs about deification. Bennett
writes:
We are to become perfect, by God's grace, by growing
into the moral image of God and his Son .... We can grow to
share in God's communicable, moral attributes, but nothing
here suggests that we can take on God's incommunicable,
ontological attributes and so become gods ourselves. We are
to be like God in our moral, behavioral character, not the
same as God in our essence. (IM, p. 348, emphasis in original)
In spite of frequent appeals by LDS writers to early Christian
writers who taught the deification of Christians, Bennett again sides
with the enemy.
There is a bitter irony here. Mormons accuse the Catholic
Church of having imported many Greek and other pagan
philosophies, incorporating them into a sorry substitute for
the true gospel of Christ. Yet several contemporary Christian
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authors dismiss the entire notion of deification as itself a hellenizing of the original Christian message. (IM, pp. 350-51, n. 8)
In support of his point, Bennett cites a book by Cardinal Christoph Schonborn,H7 but the cardinal, in turn, is citing the liberal Protestant scholars of Adolf von Harnack's school (who are not really
contemporary) and liberal Catholic theologian Hans Kung. Cardinal
Schonborn rejects their arguments: these scholars and theologians
were attacking the myriad Catholic saints (and, I might add, the current Catholic catechism) that have taught versions of the deification
doctrine. Does Bennett here admit that Catholic theology has been
corrupted by hellenistic philosophy? Or does he believe that the hellenization of Christianity was a God-ordained development, as do
Cardinals Newman and Danielou?HHWe shall see that Bennett sides
with Cardinal Schonborn in accepting some version of the deification doctrine, so what is his point? It seems unlikely that he is trying
to argue that imported pagan doctrines are perfectly acceptable, so
apparently he is appealing to arguments against Catholic doctrine in
order to argue against a similar Latter-day Saint belief. This is a very
odd practice, at best.
On the other hand, Bennett does make a valid point when he
charges Latter-day Saint writers (or at least some of them) with
equating the early Christian fathers' deification teachings with our
own, when in fact there are some basic differences.
St. Maximus the Confessor, a seventh-century Byzantine
theologian, provides us with the definition of this human
mirror of deity: "The one deified through grace receives for
himself everything that God possesses, apart from the identity of substance." Man receives all God has; he does not become all God is.
87.

Christoph

Schlinborn,

McNeil (San francisco:
88.

For Newman's

alld the Popes (Westport,

From

Ignatius,

Death

to Life: The Christiall

JOIIrl/ey, trans.

Brian

M. Winter, Saillt

Peter

1995),41-63.

view on hellcnistic

influences,

Conn.: Greenwood,

sec Jean Danieloll,

The Lord of History:

Nigel Abercrombie

(London:

Longmans,

see Michael

1960), 115-16. for ])anielou's

Rejlectiolls
1958),36.

011

th" IlIlIer Meallillg

perspective,

ofllistory,

trans.

BENNETT, MORMONISM

(BICKMORE)

·243

The last qualifier is important, and it runs throughout
the early Church Fathers. Whenever deification is spoken of,
it is always with the proviso that we do not become gods in
the sense the Father is a God. We never take on the incommunicable, ontological attributes of the Godhead. (IM, p. 351)
While I do believe that Latter-day Saints can legitimately appeal
to these early Christian teachings in support of our own beliefs, I also
believe that we should be more careful than we sometimes have been
to show exactly how such passages make our case. To illustrate how
this may be done, I will return to the theme of hellenization.
I demonstrated in the previous section that many early Christians did not believe in God as a "divine substance," as the Greek
philosophers did, but rather as an anthropomorphic
being. Even
Origen, who appealed to the philosophers against the anthropomorphites, recognized that these Christians were merely following standard Jewish modes of interpretation. Thus the idea of God as a divine
substance was clearly adopted into Christianity from the philosophical
schools. And if the first Christians knew of no divine substance, what
are we to think of the distinctions later Christian theologians made
about Christians becoming deified in every sense but "identity of
substance"? Very few Jewish-Christian documents have survived, and
the particulars of their deification theologies are somewhat of a mystery. However, the Jewish-Christian Clementine Homilies teaches that
while men are not gods at this point, they are "of the same substance"
(i.e., of the same nature) as God. "The bodies of men have immortal
souls, which have been clothed with the breath of God; and having
come forth from God they are of the same substance, but they are
not gods."WJ
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But what if Harnack and the rest were right, and the whole idea
of deification was another hellenistic import? Catholics might pass
this off as a legitimate doctrinal development, but Latter-day Saints
would have a harder time squaring it with our view of Christian history. Similarly, scholars of Harnack's generation sometimes charged
that early Christian esoteric traditions, which Latter-day Saint writers
often point to as survivals of ancient temple-based traditions similar
to our own, developed because of hellenistic influence (specifically
the mystery cults). Recently, however, Guy Stroumsa of Hebrew
University has pointed out that these claims were made in relative ignorance of the relevant Jewish sources, which are in fact replete with
esotericism.90 The same can be said of the doctrine of deification,
and it would now be hard to sustain the charge that it was a hellenistic import.
For instance, Jesuit scholar George H. Joyce wrote that the early
doctrine of deification was regarded "as a point beyond dispute, as
one of those fundamentals which no one who calls himself a Christian
dreams of denying."91 Another Jesuit scholar, Henri Rondet, wrote
that deification was a doctrine common to both the orthodox and
heterodox.92 Thus, while the Middle or Neoplatonic doctrine of God
adopted by most of the church fathers after the mid-second century
was in no sense universal and hence may not have been the original
Christian belief, the deification doctrine appears to have been universal, and it seems very unlikely that such a belief would have met
with no resistance as an import into the deposit of faith.
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Further, deification was taught within Palestinian Judaism, a fact
that diminishes the likelihood that the doctrine was a hellenistic
import. For instance, in one Dead Sea Scroll fragment, the human
speaker says, "For I have taken my seat ... in the heavens ... I shall
be reckoned with gods and established in the holy congregation."93
Indeed, perhaps the passage in ancient literature that most strikingly
resembles LOS thought on deification comes from rabbinic literature. Rabbi Akiba (d. A.D. 135) is credited with the following:
The Holy One, blessed be He, will in the future call all of the
pious by their names, and give them a cup of elixir of life in
their hands so that they should live and endure forever. ...
And the Holy One, blessed be He, will in the future reveal to
all the pious in the World to Come the Ineffable Name with
which new heavens and a new earth can be created, so that
all of them should be able to create new worlds .... The Holy
One, blessed be He, will give every pious three hundred and
forty worlds in inheritance in the World to Come.94
Therefore, Latter-day Saints can make a strong argument for the
proposition that the original Judeo-Christian concept of deification
was very similar to ours.
Expanding the Authoritative
Prophets have opinions. We respect those opinions but are not
necessarily bound to believe them. It is only in certain special circumstances that doctrines or interpretations are made authoritative and
thus binding on the body of the church. Nonauthoritative teachings
may indeed be inspired, and church members are taught that they
must live so as to obtain the companionship and discernment of the
93.
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Holy Spirit in order to distinguish inspired from uninspired statements. These principles are not really that hard to understand, and if
anyone really wants to know how Latter-day Saints deal with such
questions, I would highly recommend an article by President J. Reuben
Clark Jr., "When Are Church Leaders' Words Entitled to Claim of
Scripture?"95
Apparently, Isaiah Bennett has not read President Clark's essay
since he claims, "In what follows, I have cited only 'authoritative'
Mormon leaders and theologians" (WM C, p. 19). And yet, throughout both books he continually cites LDS sources that are not considered authoritative. But this is one principle that Catholics ought to
understand completely. For instance, one continually finds Keating
complaining that anti-Catholics confuse the doctrine of papal infallibility to fabricate grounds for finding fault with Catholicism. "For
[fundamentalists] papal infallibility seems a muddle because their
idea of what it covers is muddled."90 It should not bother Latter-day
Saints too much if opponents want to criticize the opinions of our
prophets, but we are entitled to object when those opinions are labeled
or implied to be authoritative. I would think that our Catholic friends
could sympathize.
Virgin Birth
When non authoritative statements of LDS leaders do not deliver
the desired "punch," anti-Mormon authors will often expand the authoritative to include their own dubious interpretations of LDS doctrine. This is especially true with regard to the LDS doctrine of the
virgin birth. Bennett quotes a number of nonauthoritative
statements by LDS leaders saying that Jesus is the "only begotten after the
flesh," that Jesus was begotten "in the same way that mortal men are
begotten by mortal fathers," that Mary "must have been, for the time
95.
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Mary unto the angel, How shall this be, seeing I know not a
man? And the angel answered and said unto her, The Holy
Ghost shall come upon thee, and the power of the Highest
shall overshadow thee: therefore also that holy thing which
shall be born of thee shall be called the Son of God."
Remember that the being who was brought about by
[Mary's] conception was a divine personage. We need not
question His method to accomplish His purposes. Perhaps
we would do well to remember the words of Isaiah 55:8-9.
"For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your
ways my ways, saith the Lord. For as the heavens are higher
than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and
my thoughts than your thoughts."
Let the Lord rest His case with this declaration and wait
until He sees fit to tell us more.99
Bennett even resorts to a highly interpretive paraphrase of a
statement by Bruce R. McConkie to obscure this point. "McConkie
resorted to redefining the term: A virgin is a woman who has not had
sexual intercourse with a mortal man. The Heavenly Father is a resurrected, immortal man. Therefore, Mary did not lose her virginity"
(IM, p. 294; cf. WMC, p. 93; purportedly citing The Mortal Messiah
1:314). Nothing of the kind is on the page or even in the book
Bennett cites. (I will discuss below his tendency to lift quotations
from other anti-Mormon authors without attribution and without
checking sources.) However, his paraphrase is vaguely similar to the
wording in McConkie's article, "Virgin Birth," in Mormon Doctrine.
McConkie writes, "Our Lord is the only mortal person ever born to a
virgin, because he is the only person who ever had an immortal Father." But how did the conception take place? He goes on to say that
"Mary, his mother, 'was carried away in the Spirit' (l Ne. 11:13-21),
was 'overshadowed' by the Holy Ghost, and the conception which
took place 'by the power of the Holy Ghost' resulted in the bringing
forth of the literal and personal Son of God the Father." Finally,
99.
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McConkie claims, "Modernistic teachings denying the virgin birth are
utterly and completely apostate and false." 100 All this seems quite a bit
more vague than Bennett would have us believe.
Regarding McConkie's supposed statement, Bennett opines, "Of
course, this is ridiculous. Sex is sex, whether it is with an immortal
man or a mortal man" (WMC, p. 93). Is it really so obvious? We do
not know what the mechanics of reproduction are when celestial beings are involved. As James E. Talmage explains, Jesus was begotten
"not in violation of natural law but in accordance with a higher manifestation thereof." 101 That is, it was a miracle.102 What is the "higher
manifestation" of natural law that occurred here? Talmage never says.
Indeed, one of Bennett's prime witnesses is Orson Pratt, who
said that the Father and Mary "must have been associated together in
the capacity of Husband and Wife" (1M, p. 294), but if Bennett had
read just a few more lines, he would have found that Pratt also said
the Father "overshadow[ ed] the Virgin Mary in the capacity of a husband." Surely, Pratt meant that God acted in the capacity of a husband by begetting a child with Mary; but as for the mechanics of
conception, Pratt only ventured to apply the scriptural language that
God "overshadowed" her.
Consider this analogy. Jesus has a resurrected, celestial body. At
one point he transported this undeniably physical body right through a
solid wall, and the wall remained intact (see Luke 24:36-40). Christians
of all stripes affirm that this event really occurred. It did not happen
spiritually or figuratively-a
solid body was literally transported
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through a solid wall and nothing happened to the wall! How did Jesus
do it? Here, most Christians will stop short and look puzzled. It was a
miracle, after all, and it seems a little silly to ask how Jesus did it. It
should not take a rocket scientist to figure out why many Latter-day
Saints stop short and look puzzled when anti-Mormons tell us how
we must believe the miracle of Jesus' conception and the virgin birth
were accomplished. No matter what they may have personally speculated, the modern prophets have never explicitly, and certainly never
authoritatively, stated what Isaiah Bennett says they have.
"Them Ignorant Mormons"-Facts

vs. Feelings

If an anti-Mormon writer can successfully create the impression
that the Latter-day Saints believe a mass of contradictory doctrines, it
becomes necessary to explain how a reasonably well-educated and
stolid bunch like the Mormons can swallow such idiocy. Bennett
gives us his version of the standard anti-Mormon explanation:
Mormons say they are "Spirit-led." That is, their personal
beliefs are based to a large extent on their subjective "testimonies" or feelings that a teaching or practice is true. Never
mind that one Mormon teaching may be inconsistent with
another or that a doctrine once taught as God's revealed law
is now denied and demeaned. Never mind what scientific or
rational analysis may disclose: If I "feel" a thing to be true,
then it's true. Facts will not convince me to turn from my
subjective testimony. If I believe the Holy Ghost has told me,
interiorly, what is true, how can I deny him by listening to
his enemies, such as history, science, and the whole of lost
Christianity? (WMC, pp. 14-15)
In contrast, Bennett explains what he sees as the proper way to
approach the truth:
From a Christian perspective, Christ said the "truth" will
set us free (John 8:32). He did not tell us to "feel" our way into
his Church. To know him-he
is the "truth" (John 14:6)and his will, we are to seek (Matt. 7:7) and study, to search
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his word in Scripture and the Church's teaching authority
(Acts 17: 10-11) and listen to his chosen leaders, for that is
the same as listening to him (Luke 10:16). (WMC, p. 15)
He gives the following instructions to Catholics confronted by a
Latter-day Saint bearing a testimony:
Respond to their testimony by bearing your own. You
know the truth of your own faith, too, and you can back it
up with something beyond mere sentiment. The Catholic
Christian faith has serious, objective evidence on its side. Mormonism does not. By pointing to this objective evidence, you
counter their purely subjective "testimony." (WMC, p. 17)
Thus, Bennett reduces faith almost to a logical deduction.10} That
is, if one were to accept as premises the sort of manufactured history,
engineered definitions, and naive assertions Bennett produces throughout his books, one would certainly come to the conclusion that Mormonism is wrong and Catholicism is right. But aside from that, how
does one know where to start? If one is supposed to obtain "truth"
from a study of scripture in conjunction with the "teaching authority"
God has provided, how can one know what constitutes scripture and
where the proper teaching authority lies?
Against fundamentalist claims that the Holy Spirit tells them that
the Bible is God's word, Keating offers us what he calls a "spiral argument" leading to the conclusion that the Bible is inspired and Catholicism holds the key to its truth. At the base of his spiral, he asserts that from "textual criticism we are able to conclude that we have
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a text the accuracy of which is more certain than the accuracy of any
other ancient work." That is, we have more manuscripts of more ancient date of the Bible than of any other ancient work, so it seems
clear that the text has been copied reasonably accurately. We will not
examine the entire argument here, but at the conclusion of his argument Keating notes, "We thus have taken purely historical material
and concluded that there exists a Church, which is the Catholic
Church, divinely protected against teaching error." Later he explains:
"What has just been discussed is not, obviously, the kind of mental
exercise people go through before putting trust in the Bible, but it is
the only truly reasonable way to do so. Every other way is inferiorpsychologically adequate, perhaps, but actually inferior."I04
Many problems remain with Keating's rather loose brand of
logic, but it is only necessary here to show a flaw at the base of his
spiral. He wants us to rely on his version of the results of textual criticism to show that the Bible accurately portrays history, but the fact is
that a large number of textual critics believe the New Testament was
written well after the events described supposedly took place and
that it was mythologized by these later Christians. In another book,
Keating defends against these opinions by citing two recent scholars
who have come to the conclusion that the Gospels were written much
earlier than has been supposed. He writes, "Regardless, each denies
what is the majority opinion among biblical scholars, that the synoptics were written late in the first century, possibly into the last decade
or two." He goes on, "It may be, a few decades from now, that the 'assured results of modern biblical scholarship' will look different from
what we have been told to accept as gospel truth." 105
Here Keating lets the cat out of the bag. When arguing against
fundamentalist subjectivism, he pronounces that reasonable people
should-nay, must-come
to faith in the inspiration of the Bible by
first trusting in the results of textual criticism. And yet we find him
arguing out of the other side of his mouth against secular criticism
104.
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by appealing to what the majority opinion of such textual critics
might be after a few decades, as new information surfaces. In the end,
it appears that the Catholic Answers version of the search for truth
boils down to making a half-educated guess and then appealing to
simple faith when history and science oppose the Catholic viewpoint.
In any case, the average person on the street is hardly qualified to
judge disputes about textual criticism or most other scientific and
historical disciplines. For that matter, most people do not have the
necessary education to be able to master even one of those disciplines, let alone all of them. (And what about those people who lived
during the many centuries when such academic disciplines did not
exist?) Here the Catholic Answers approach to truth seems to be that
the unwashed masses must take on blind faith the results of "history
and science" as they are spoon-fed this information by Keating and
Bennett.I06
Despite Bennett's protests, Latter-day Saints are not taught to
disconnect their brains. Members of the Church of Jesus Christ are
strongly encouraged to pursue secular education and on average have
more formal education than Catholics. 107 If we really engaged in the
sort of "cult ish" anti-intellectualism that Bennett suggests, why would
this be the case?
The truth is that Latter-day Saints simply recognize the limits of
human scholarship. lOB The apostle Paul put it this way:
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And my speech and my preaching was not with enticing
words of man's wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit
and of power: That your faith should not stand in the wisdom of men, but in the power of God .... For what man
knoweth the things of a man, save the spirit of man which is
in him? even so the things of God knoweth no man, but the
Spirit of God ....
But the natural man receiveth not the
things of the Spirit of God: for they are foolishness unto him:
neither can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned. (1 Corinthians 2:4-5, 11, 14)
We do not find people in the New Testament following any kind
of spiral argument to find the truth. Rather, we see over three thousand Jews converting after Peter's speech at Pentecost because "they
were pricked in their heart" (Acts 2:37). We find Jesus' disciples on
the road to Emmaus being convinced of Jesus' exposition of scripture
because, they said, "Did not our heart burn within us, while he talked
with us by the way, and while he opened to us the scriptures?" (Luke
24:32). We find Jesus saying to his apostles that the Holy Spirit "shall
teach you all things, and bring all things to your remembrance, whatsoever I have said unto you" (John 14:26). John preaches that "hereby
we know that he abideth in us, by the Spirit which he hath given us"
(l John 3:24). He also tells the Saints, "But the anointing which ye
have received of him abideth in you, and ye need not that any man
teach you: but as the same anointing teacheth you of all things, and is
truth, and is no lie, and even as it hath taught you, ye shall abide in
him" (1 John 2:27). He goes on, "If we receive the witness of men, the
witness of God is greater: for this is the witness of God which he hath
testified of his Son. He that believeth on the Son of God hath the witness in himself" (l John 5:9-10). And Paul is heard to say that Jesus
Christ has "given us the earnest lor guarantee] of the Spirit in our
hearts" (2 Corinthians 1:22). Although the testimony of the Spirit of
God is not the only necessary ingredient in the search for truth, it is
indeed necessary, and in fact one cannot be sure of one's status with
God without it.
Neither is the testimony of the Spirit a completely subjective
thing, based solely on feelings, although feelings are an important
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part of the experience ("the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, temperance," Galatians 5:22-23). Rather, Latter-day Saints have been encouraged to develop the spirit of revelation in their lives to the point that they have
objective evidence of its testimony. Joseph Smith said:
A person may profit by noticing the first intimation of the
spirit of revelation; for instance, when you feel pure intelligence Howing into you, it may give you sudden strokes of
ideas, so that by noticing it, you may find it fulfilled the same
day or soon; (i.e.) those things that were presented unto your
minds by the Spirit of God, will come to pass; and thus by
learning the Spirit of God and understanding it, you may
grow into the principle of revelation, until you become perfect in Christ Jesus.lm
Consider how Isaiah Bennett describes an
Spirit of God that led him to eventually accept
Christ of Latter-day Saints (he gave this account
of the Church of Jesus Christ). He was sitting in
to say mass and reading one of his anti-Mormon

experience with the
the Church of Jesus
while still a member
his church preparing
books. He recalls:

At the moment it happened it was a simple nugget, welldefined, no fringe around the edges. It started and it stopped.
It was clear, it was distinct, and it proved permanent. And all
that came to me while I was immersed in anti-Mormon literature, at the very moment, was simply the notion or the
idea-I don't know if it was a thought; I don't know if it was
a feeling-but it was the notion, "Give the Mormons a chance."
It came out of nowhere. I was not prepared for it. I had not
been reading pro-Mormon literature. I was turned off as ever
to the LDS theology. "Give the Mormons a chance." Period.llo
Does this sound like he had some vague, subjective feeling that
impelled him to accept Mormonism? No, this was an experience, and
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when one reads Bennett's books in the context of his earlier experiences, they come off as extended attempts to convince himself that
his experiences did not, in fact, occur.
Sign-Seeking-Geography

of the Book of Mormon

The constant cry from the anti-Mormon camp is that we have no
evidence for our claims. However, when these charges are examined
in detail it is found that a great deal of evidence exists. But what the
anti-Mormons really demand is proof. This is obviously the case with
Bennett's treatment of the geography of Book of Mormon lands.
After noting that members of the Church of Jesus Christ are not
united in their interpretations of where the Book of Mormon events
took place, he writes:
This contrasts with the biblical text, which refers to real
peoples and places that have never needed proving. Though
some groups and locations have been and still are disputed, we
have always known who the Jews, the Egyptians, the Babylonians, the Romans and the Greek[s] are. We have always
known where Jerusalem, the Sea of Galilee, Rome and other
biblical sites are located. The existence of several biblical persons has also been substantiated by sources outside the Bible.
(IM, pp. 437-38)
What if we did discover some of the Book of Mormon cities,
which could be identified to everyone's satisfaction? Would this not
be very nearly absolute proof of the supernatural origin of the text?
In contrast, identification of some of the biblical sites proves nothing, since the dispute beyond the nineteenth century has been whether
the Bible is genuine history or a historical novel with any number of
mythological elements added in. As Paul noted above, God does not
prove spiritual things through human scholarship, and some of these
anti-Mormon criticisms certainly amount to seeking signs.
Also, if the Book of Mormon events transpired in Mesoamerica,
as most contemporary Mormon scholars believe, should we expect
the same kind of archaeological results that have been obtained in the
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Middle East? William Hamblin addressed these kinds of faulty assumptions in the Journal of Book of Mormon Studies. I II The fundamental difference between the identification of ancient sites in
Mesoamerica and the Bible lands is that several biblical sites have
kept essentially the same place names (toponyms) through the centuries, whereas the same has not been the case in Mesoamerica.
Hamblin quotes non-Mormon scholar Yohanan Aharoni as stating
that, of 262 biblical sites "identified with any degree of certainty;' 190
still bore their ancient names. Of the 72 that did not, "only about a
half" were identified with a "degree of certainty." Hamblin then summarizes Aharoni's findings:
In other words, without the continuity of place names between biblical and modern times, only about 36 of the [total
of] 475 biblical place names could be identified with certainty. But in fact those 36 are identifiable largely because it
is possible to triangulate their relationship to known sites
[i.e., those still bearing their ancient names], moving from
the known to the unknown. It is only because there are numerous biblical sites known with certainty through the continuity of place names that these other 36 sites can be located. I 12
Hamblin later summarizes the situation in Mesoamerica:
A serious problem facing Book of Mormon geography is
the severe discontinuity of Mesoamerican toponyms between
the Pre-Classic (before c. A.D. 300), the Post-Classic (after
A.D. 900), and the Colonial Age (after A.D. 1520). For example,
what were the original Pre-Classic Mesoamerican names for
sites currently bearing Spanish colonial names such as Monte
Alban, San Lorenzo, La Venta, or £1 Mirador? These and many
other Mesoamerican sites bear only Spanish names, dating
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from no earlier than the sixteenth century. On the other hand,
we occasionally learn from historical sources of Mesoamerican toponyms that we cannot precisely correlate with modern
sites. For example, the original site of the seventeenth-century
Itza Maya town of Tayasal is still disputed between Lake
Yaxha and Lake Peten, despite the existence of much Spanish
colonial ethnohistorical information on this location.! U
Fortunately, some of the Book of Mormon events took place in
the Old World at known locations. Therefore, it has been possible for
LOS researchers to identify the trail of Lehi and his family with a
high degree of certainty. Warren and Michaela Aston were able to
chart and travel the probable course of Lehi's journey in "nearly a
south-southeast direction" (l Nephi 16:13) along the ancient incense
trade route. Lehi's group was said to travel this route until reaching a
"place which was called Nahom" (1 Nephi 16:34), where they buried
Ishmael, and then they traveled "nearly eastward" (1 Nephi 17:I) to a
place on the eastern coast of Arabia which they named "Bountiful"
(l Nephi 17:5). It turns out that the valley of Jawf, where the incense
trail turns east, has an ancient Arabian burial ground in a place still
called Nehem, variously spelled Nahm, Nehem, Nihm, and so forth.
(In ancient Semitic languages, vowels are superfluous, so Nahom,
Nehem, Nahm, and Nihm would derive from the root *NHM.) This
location-lying
about twenty-five miles northeast of Sanca, capital of
the Republic of Yemen-and its name have been established at least
as far back as 600 B.C. No other place in Arabia has been found to
have an equivalent name. Although the incense trail turns southward
shortly after veering east, Lehi's group kept going "nearly eastward"
to the coast; and indeed, we find that if one travels less than one degree off due east from Nehem to the coast, one runs into Khor
Kharfot, a lush inlet on the coast of Oman that has been used off and
on over the centuries as a port. Furthermore, it is one of the only
spots along the coast that is accessible from inland. Every detail
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Nephi recorded about Bountiful corresponds exactly with the situation at Khor Kharfot.114
A similar identification of an ancient place (but unrelated to the
Book of Mormon) was recently made in the area of Nehem by nonLatter-day Saint researchers. Anthropologist Tudor Parfitt recently
studied the traditional history of the Lemba, a tribe in southern Africa
that claims to be descended from the Jews. DNA evidence now confirms that one clan of the Lemba has a high occurrence of a genetic
marker also common among the Cohanim, Jews descended from
priestly lines. The Lemba believe that their ancestors migrated from a
place called "Sena" in Arabia, and a place by this name (Senaah) is
mentioned in Nehemiah 7:38. The location of Sena was uncertain,
but Parfitt guessed that it might have been equivalent to the modern
capital of Yemen, San'a, or alternatively a nearby town called Seiyun.
He traveled to Seiyun and asked a local scholar if either Seiyun or
San'a could be the site of ancient Sena. The local scholar responded
that Sena was three hours east in a Bedouin area. Parfitt traveled
there and found that the history of the town matched closely with
Lemba traditions and that some local clan names were the same as
Lemba clan names.! 15
These two examples clearly show how the retention of ancient
place names can greatly facilitate the identification of ancient sites,
and where ancient place names have been preserved, as in the
Arabian Peninsula, the geography of the Book of Mormon has received striking confirmation. It is only by focusing on that which has
not been found, and which would be exceedingly difficult to find,
that Bennett can charge that Book of Mormon geography cannot be
substantiated.
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Plagiarism and Tannerism-

The Danites and Blood Atonement

In order to make an anti-Mormon book look respectable, the author must make it lengthy and load it with quotations from LDS
sources. Since looking up all those sources would take quite a bit of
work, the author usually opts to read a few anti-Mormon books and
copy both the quotations included therein and the conclusions drawn
from them. After joining the Church of Jesus Christ, Isaiah Bennett
reported that he had noticed this phenomenon in his rather large
collection of anti -Mormon literature.
And I checked the footnotes of these big, fat volumes, and
they are plentiful. And this man is quoting this one over here,
and this one over here is quoting another one, and the other
one is quoting the first one. I didn't catch on that it was a
mutual admiration society where they were all quoting one
another. I 16
Keating complains that anti-Catholic writers typically use the
same labor-saving device by lifting passages from Loraine Boettner's
Roman Catholicism. "Pick up an anti-Catholic tract, then turn to the
same subject in Roman Catholicism. As likely as not, the words will be
the same, simple plagiarism. In the world of religious bigotry, it
seems all roads lead to Roman Catholicism." 117 In the inbred world of
anti-Mormon literature, the sourcebook for works written during the
last few decades usually turns out to be the work of Jerald and Sandra Tanner, who operate Utah Lighthouse Ministries.
The use of secondary sources is not necessarily a bad thing, but
certain precautions must be taken if they are to be used responsibly.
First, if the secondary source is used to track down a primary quotation, the author should preferably look up the primary source to verify the accuracy and context of the quotation. Second, if the primary
source is quoted without such checking, the secondary source should
be acknowledged in the footnote. The problem for the anti-Mormon
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writer wishing to save himself work is that it is not nearly as impressive to cite a primary source as quoted by a secondary, hostile source.
Therefore, he often cites the primary source without checking to see
if his anti-Mormon comrades use the primary source responsibly
and without giving credit to the secondary source.
Bennett has evidently adopted this practice, for his books appear
to be heavily dependent on the Tanners, although he rarely gives
credit to them and has obviously not bothered to check the accuracy
of their work. Two examples are found in Bennett's discussions of the
Danites and of blood atonement. He brings these topics up in order
to defend against charges that the Crusades and the Inquisition are
evidence for Catholic apostasy (1M, pp. 215-25). Specifically, he asserts that Joseph Smith advocated the use of force against religious
enemies by creating the Danites and that Brigham Young advocated
capital punishment for apostasy, among other things.
The history of the Danite band, led by Sampson Avard, 118 is well
known to Mormons, but Latter-day Saint historians have generally
denied that Joseph Smith had any knowledge of their activities until
after they were caught. However, Bennett provides possible evidence
from one of Joseph Smith's diaries in his attempt to show that Joseph
Smith did in fact know about and approve of the Danites. "Fortunately, Mormon scholars, including H. Michael Marquardt [!J, Scott
H. Faulring, Dean C. Jessee, and David J. Whittaker, have managed to
decipher all of the July 27 entry" (1M, pp. 218-19). Bennett quotes
Joseph Smith's journal as saying:
[1'] he bretheren

or Saints ... have come up hither Thus
far, according to the order <Rev?> of the Danites, we have a
company of Danites in these times, to put right physically
that which is not right, and to cleanse the Church of verry
great evils which hath hitherto existed among us inasmuch
as they cannot be put to right by teachings & persuasions,
This company or a part of them exibited on the fourth day

118. Avard's band committed
mobs who attacked the Mormons.

a number

of crimes

in revenge

against

the Missouri
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of July [illegible word] They come up to consecrate by companies of tens, commanded by their captain over ten.11Y
Here, I noticed an odd thing about the citation, which Bennett
lists as "Jessee and Whittaker, Brigham Young University Studies,
Winter 1988, 14." Why the abbreviated citation?120 Throughout his
books Bennett normally gives full citations, including the titles of
journal articles, so why not in this instance? The Tanners are wellknown for their odd and inconsistent citation style, so I decided to
check through their writings on the subject of the Danites to see if
they were Bennett's true source. It turns out that the Tanners' newsletter, The Salt Lake City Messenger, gives precisely the same quotation (including the ellipses, which are not in Jessee and Whittaker's
article) with the citation "Brigham Young University Studies, Winter
1988, page 14."121The newsletter also mentions Jessee and Whittaker as
the authors of the article and alludes to the involvement of H. Michael
Marquardt, Scott H. Faulring, Dean C. Jessee, and David J. Whittaker
in deciphering the passage.122 Since two other quotations Bennett
uses to bolster his case (from B. H. Roberts and Brigham Young) m
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are also found verbatim in the Tanners' article, it seems abundantly
clear that Bennett lifted the quotation of Joseph Smith without attributing it to the secondary source and without so much as looking
up the article to find the title.
The most important question, however, is whether Bennett (i.e.,
the Tanners) has proven Joseph Smith's involvement with Sampson
Avard's Danite band. Why not ask what the LDS historians who published the passage have to say about it? When the Tanners cite Jessee
and Whittaker's article, they gloss over the conclusions presented in
the article with this comment: "Jessee and Whittaker do not seem to
catch the serious implications of their transcription." 124 Bennett does
even worse, giving no indication that Jessee and Whittaker (not to
mention Faulring) may not draw the same conclusions as he does
about the passage.12S
In fact, the main topic of Jessee and Whittaker's paper is the personal writings of Albert Perry Rockwood, which are some of the only
contemporary accounts of the Missouri period of LDS history that
discuss the Danites. After examining the documents, Jessee and Whittaker marshal evidence to show the following: (1) a church-sanctioned
Danite organization existed; (2) that organization involved the entire
LDS community and was concerned with defending against mobs,
helping the poor, and other such activities; (3) the organization was
not at all secret; and (4) the term Danite was a reference to the vision
of the kingdom of God described in Daniel 2. Several details about this
Danite organization contradict the self-serving testimony of dissenters
like Avard, who tried to pin their misdeeds on Joseph Smith. Jessee
and Whittaker conclude that there were two Danite organizationsexplain
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the church-sanctioned one that involved the whole community and
Sampson Avard's spin-off. After Avard was caught, the church authorities probably downplayed the existence of the original Danites
because the name was now inextricably associated with Avard and
his miscreants.
The interested reader can find a more complete discussion of the
available evidence in Jessee and Whittaker's paper, 126 but for our purposes it should be evident from the above discussion that Bennett
not only plagiarized from the Tanners but made the Tanners' already
careless treatment of their sources even worse.
When Bennett turns to the subject of blood atonement, he again
lifts his information from the Tanners without attribution. 127 At issue
is whether blood atonement was ever actually practiced by the church.
That is, were murderers, apostates, and adulterers ever executed under the auspices of the church hierarchy? In order to prove that such
did occur, Bennett quotes Gustive O. Larson, once professor of church
history at Brigham Young University (IM, p. 223 ).128 Larson reports
that reliable eyewitnesses testify that during the Mormon Reformation of the 1850s a certain Mr. Johnson of Cedar City was tried by a
bishop's court for adultery with his stepdaughter and sentenced to
death to atone for his sin. He willingly submitted.
This appears to be fairly damning testimony, but once again Bennett uses that odd citation style, omitting the title. And once again
I found that the Tanners' newsletter used the very same quotation,
with the same bracketed editorial note, and failed to give the article
title in its citation.129
126.
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Still, was Larson's work fairly reported? Not in the least. If Bennett had bothered to look up his source, he would have found that
Larson wrote the following:
Omitted from quotations used by the anti-Mormons
were restraining clauses such as follow from Brigham Young:
"The time has been in Israel under the law of God ... that if a
man was found guilty of adultery, he must have his blood shed,
and that is near at hand. But now I say, in the name of the
Lord, that if this people will sin no more, but faithfully live their
religion, their sins will be forgiven them without taking life.
"The wickedness and ignorance of the nations forbid
this principle's being in full force, but the time will come
when the law of God will be in full force."13o
Larson goes on to say, "The emotional stress had brought forth pronouncements from men in high places which gave enemies a golden
opportunity to accuse the church of gross crimes and link it with
weird doings offanatical individuals." 131
It is unfortunate that in the case of Johnson, local leaders misapplied some of Brigham Young's statements and dealt out Old Testament justice (see Deuteronomy 22:20-27), but the blame cannot be
placed on the prophet. Further, as will be shown below, this solitary
action is hardly on a par with the Inquisition, even if we consider
only the information Bennett supplies.
Distorting History-The

Mountain Meadows Massacre

Continuing his line of reasoning concerning the use of force
among Latter-day Saints, Bennett cites the famous Mountain Meadows Massacre, in which a group of non-Mormon emigrants were
killed by Mormons and Indians. Bennett offers us this analysis:
This action was taken because Young and other Mormons perceived a threat to their territory. Mormons try to
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defend what happened at the Mountain Meadows Massacre,
arguing that it was an accident, that the innocent travelers
going west should not have been harmed, but the fact remains that this was one instance in a larger conflict in which
Smith, Young, and other Mormon leaders were actively in favor of the use of armed, organized force to protect Mormon
territory from perceived threats. This, plus the history of Mormon use of force in general, makes it impossible for Mormon apologists to cite the Crusades as examples proving the
apostasy of the Christian Church without their own history
proving the apostasy of the Mormon church. (1M, pp. 219-20)
Let us examine a few details Bennett forgot to include. First,
"Young and other Mormons perceived a threat to their territory" and
were preparing to defend themselves because Johnston's army was
marching to Utah for no apparent reason.1J2 Second, the Mormon
settlers in the area were provoked by certain members of the emigrant company who claimed to have participated in the murder of
Joseph Smith and bragged that they would bring back an army from
California to attack the Mormons on the western front. 133 Third, the
Mormon settlers dispatched a messenger to ask for orders from
Brigham Young, but the messenger returned a day late with Young's
orders. The orders read, in part, "In regard to the emigration trains
passing through our settlements, we must not interfere with them
until they are first notified to keep away. You must not meddle with
them. The Indians we expect will do as they please but you should
try and preserve good feelings with them." 134
It is evident that Bennett severely distorts history while addressing such issues as the Danites, blood atonement, and the Mountain
Meadows Massacre. While it is true that LOS leaders have advocated
organized force for defensive purposes, not every Mormon misdeed
Bennett brings up was officially sanctioned by the church hierarchy.
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Part of Bennett's point is well taken, however-that, among other
reasons, the Crusades were originally undertaken as a defensive strategy against Muslim forces that were taking over Christian lands. us
Certainly we cannot criticize that. Bennett also writes: "Did bad things
happen in the Crusades? Certainly. Bad things happen in every war,
but that does not mean the war itself is unjust" (IM, p. 217). This is
undoubtedly true, and one cannot indict the whole of Roman Catholicism for the misdeeds of individual Catholics if those misdeeds were
not officially sanctioned by the Catholic Church.
Unlike Bennett's examples of Mormon misdeeds, however, some
of the "bad things" that happened during the Crusades and the Inquisition were specifically advocated by the Roman Catholic Church.
For instance, although the Catholic Church never officially sanctioned sword-point conversions of pagans during the Crusades,136 it
did sanction such for heretics. Maureen Purcell writes, "Theologians
and canonists were all in agreement that heretics and schismatics
could be compelled by main force to return to the fold, and the
Fourth Lateran Council had explicitly decreed the same indulgence
for those combatting heretics, as for those going on crusade to the
Holy Land." U7 Even here, a more charitable interpretation may be
applied-the
church advocated such sword-point conversions because, in their view, heretics represented a serious threat to Christian
unity. U~ Indeed, given such political implications, some justification
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for the execution of heretics can be found in the Bible (see Deuteronomy 13:6-10; 17:2-6). However, what are we to make of the official
sanction given to the torture of heretics? I will mention here only a
single example, from the writings of Pope Innocent IV:
The podesta or ruler (of the city) is hereby ordered to force
all captured heretics to confess and accuse their accomplices
by torture which will not imperil life or injure limb, just as
thieves and robbers are forced to accuse their accomplices,
and to confess their crimes; for these heretics are true thieves,
murderers of souls, and robbers of the sacraments of God.139
The use of torture to extract confessions was eventually abandoned as an unreliable method of obtaining the truth; however, during the period of torture, the courts of the Inquisition were considerably more just than the civil courts. Prior to the Inquisition, heretics
were saved on several occasions from the civil authorities or from
mob action by the clergyP40However, even when we take these factors
into account, we are still left with the fact that the Catholic Church
officially sanctioned the extraction of confessions from heretics via
torture, and in my mind such behavior cannot be excused in a Christian society. As Latter-day Saints approach the history of the Crusades and the Inquisition, we can undoubtedly be more charitable in
our interpretations than we have been. We can judge historical figures by the standards of their times rather than our own. However, it
is perfectly fair for us to point out such instances of officially sanctioned evil as evidence for an institutional apostasy.
Smearing the Book of Mormon Witnesses
In the path of every critic of the Book of Mormon stands a large
roadblock-the
witnesses. If one wants to account satisfactorily for

139.

Innocent

Inquisition:
Bertrand
140.

IV, Bull Ad Extirpanda

A Critical and Historical

(A.D. 1252), quoted

L. Conway, 2nd cd. (New York: Longmans,
For a good but brief treatment

Joseph Blotzer, "Inquisition,"

in Elphege Vacandard,

Study of the Coercive Power of the Church,
Green, 1915), 108.

of the Inquisition

in Catholic Encyclopedia,

The
trans.

from a Catholic

1913 ed., 8:26-38.

perspective,

see

BENNETT, MORMONISM

(BICKMORE)

•

269

the phenomenon of the Book of Mormon, he or she must explain
how eleven apparently sane and honorable men could testify to the
world that they had seen the gold plates and that eight of them had
handled them. And even if one were to concede the existence of the
plates but were to maintain that Joseph Smith got them through
means other than divine, that person still has to explain how Joseph
Smith's testimony was confirmed by an angel who showed the plates
to the Three Witnesses.
The classic treatment of the subject is Richard Lloyd Anderson's
Investigating
the Book of Mormon Witnesses. 141 Anderson painstakingly researched their lives and testimonies, as well as all the major
charges against them, and concluded that the testimonies of the witnesses must be taken at face value. He writes this about the tactics
used to smear them:
This became a formula: ignore the testimony and attack the
witness, the same pattern as the detailed current treatments.
That method is sure to caricature its victims: lead off with
the worst names anyone ever called them, take all charges as
presented without investigating, solidify mistakes as lifelong
characteristics, and ignore all positive accomplishments or
favorable judgments on their lives. Such bad methods will
inevitably produce bad men on paper. The only problem
with this treatment is that it cheats the consumer-it
appears to investigate personality without really doing SO.142
This description exactly fits Bennett's treatment of the witnesses.
Indeed, essentially every charge Bennett brings to bear against the
witnesses is answered in Anderson's book, along with a mountain of
positive evidence in their favor. Since the charges have been answered
for at least twenty years (although Bennett never cites Anderson's
work on the subject), I will forgo an exhaustive rebuttal; rather, I will
examine a few examples of Bennett's charges to illustrate the sort of
misuse he makes of historical sources.
141.

Richard

Lloyd Anderson.

City: Deserct Book. 19R I).
142.

Ibid .• 166.

Investigating

the Hook of Mormon

Witncsscs (Salt Lake

270 • FARMS REVIEWOF BOOKS 13/2 (2001)

Consider
Witnesses:

Bennett's

Mormon

assessment

missionaries

and handled

of the testimony

tell you these eight men both saw

the plates. In fact, according

brother, William, his father and brothers
thing

covered

seems to be the

statement

that he handled

power." If the plates were physical

objects in Smith's possession,

what need is there for heavenly

in seeing them? (1M, p. 417)

assistance
In contrast,

consider Anderson's

mony. Anderson's
received

Smith
some-

Yet he, too, stated that they were shown

to him "by a supernatural

Witnesses

to another
only "hefted"

with a sack. John Whitmer

only one to give an independent
the plates uncovered.

of the Eight

analysis of William Smith's testi-

text clarifies that William was not one of the Eight

and that Bennett

seems to have conflated

the night Joseph

the plates with Joseph Sr.'s later experience

with the Eight

Witnesses:
Joseph's father was not allowed to see the plates then, but
he became an official witness [later]. This was after the translation

was finished,

minister who reported

as William

explained

his conversation

to an educated

in 1841: Joseph Smith

"kept the plates a long time in his chamber,
lating from them, he repeatedly
and to other

friends.

was another

matter,

for at the end of the above

was asked how much

answer

was: "As near as I could

the plates

weighed,

tell, about

speech
and his

sixty pounds."

said the same thing in the early story of Mormon-

ism that he authored,
house

said he had never

them up and feeling their contour

William
William

showed them to his parents

But my informant

seen them." But picking

and after trans-

and brought

towfrock."
himself

recounting

how Joseph "escaped

the plates with him-wrapped

In the same work William

from his father

and brothers

sharply
Hyrum

to the
up in a

distinguished
and Samuel,

"who were witnesses

to the truth of the book." They had this

additional

later, for William

privilege

could

say of himself

BENNETT,

MORMONISM

(BICKMORE)

·271

(and the family) on the night that Joseph brought in the
plates: "I was permitted to lift them as they laid in a pillowcase, but not to see them, as it was contrary to the commands he had received. They weighed about 60 lbs. according to the best of my judgment." All of William's reports of
lifting and feeling seem to refer to this same night, for Joseph
did not usually keep the plates wrapped in his work smock,
which William called "his everyday frock such as young men
used to wear then." Not long before his death, William reiterated his vivid experience with the plates to interviewer J. W.
Peterson. "Bro. Briggs then handed me a pencil and asked
Bro. Smith if he ever saw the plates his brother had had, from
which the Book of Mormon was translated. He replied, 'I did
not see them uncovered, but I handled them and hefted
them while wrapped in a tow frock and judged them to have
weighed about sixty pounds. 1 could tell they were plates of
some kind and that they were fastened together by rings running through the back.'" 143
Bennett would lead the reader to believe that William Smith's
testimony casts doubt on that published by the Eight Witnesses
(among whom were his father and two of his brothers). Their testimony, published in the front matter of the Book of Mormon, proclaims that "Joseph Smith ... has shown unto us the plates ... which
have the appearance of gold; and as many of the leaves as the said
Smith has translated, we did handle with our hands; and we also saw
the engravings thereon, all of which has the appearance of ancient
work, and of curious workmanship." However, it turns out that
\Nilliam's testimony does not contradict that of the official witnesses
and in fact significantly adds to its weight.
Was John Whitmer the only one of the eight to give an "independent statement" that he had handled the plates uncovered? Consider the following testimonies, which Anderson documents, reporting that the witnesses stood by their printed testimony and said they
143.
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saw the plates. Lyman Wight recalled Peter Whitmer's testimony "that
he had seen the plates." 144Jacob Whitmer's second son told Andrew
Jenson, "My father, Jacob Whitmer, was always faithful and true to
his testimony to the Book of Mormon, and confirmed it on his death
bed."145Hiram Page's second son told Andrew Jenson that his father
remained true to his testimony to the last and that "whenever he had
an opportunity to bear his testimony to this effect, he would always
do so, and seemed to rejoice exceedingly in having been privileged to
see the plates." 146Daniel Tyler related that Samuel Smith told him
that "he knew his brother Joseph had the plates, for the prophet had
shown them to him, and he had handled them and seen the engravings thereon." 147Hyrum Smith's brother-in-law, Joseph Fielding, reported, "My sister bears testimony that her husband has seen and
handled the plates." 14HAngus Cannon recalled a sermon in 1844
where he heard Hyrum Smith testify "to the divinity of the Book of
Mormon and the appearance of the plates from which it was translated." 149Finally, Hyrum published the following in a letter to the
Times and Seasons, after having languished in the abominable conditions of Liberty Jail for months: "I thank God that 1 felt a determination to die, rather than deny the things which my eyes had seen,
which my hands had handled, and which 1 had borne testimony
to."150In all, at least seven of the Eight Witnesses testified, independently as well as together, that they had both seen and handled the
plates. (The eighth witness, Christian Whitmer, was still in full church
fellowship when he died.) Bennett's failure to report these events betrays, at the very least, inadequate research.
What about John Whitmer's testimony that he saw the plates "by
a supernatural power"?151 This statement is given to us thirdhand,

144.

Ibid., 126.

145.

Ibid., 129.

146.

Ibid., 130.

147.

Ibid., 140.

148.

Ibid., 146.

149.

Ibid.

ISO.

Ibid., 148.

lSI.

Historyo{thc

Church, 3:307.

BENNETT, MORMONISM

(BICKMORE)

•

273

and Whitmer apparently did not elaborate. Perhaps he was simply
generalizing about how the circumstances surrounding the coming
forth of the Book of Mormon were attended by manifestations of divine power. This would be consistent with his other statements and
those of the other witnesses present.
Bennett's views on both the Three and Eight Witnesses seem to be
that all of them were so religiously stirred up that they convinced themselves they were treated to some sort of mystical vision of the plates.
However, even if the Eight Witnesses had not physically handled the
plates, this scenario would still present a significant problem. Regarding the "miracle of the sun" at Fatima in 1917, Keating reports that
seventy thousand people saw the sun "zig-zagging" in the sky and
that both the ground and people's rain-soaked clothing immediately
dried. He writes: "Some commentators, then and now, claim the miracle of the sun was an example of mass hallucination, but hallucination is a solitary phenomenon. In medical literature, there are no
records of even two people having the same hallucination at the same
time."152If I wanted to discount the "miracle of the sun" (which I do
not), I might appeal to "unexplained atmospheric phenomena," or
some such catchphrase. Bennett himself admits that Martin Harris
was the only one of the witnesses to view the plates alone with Joseph
Smith (IM, pp. 413, 417 n. 27). How did Joseph Smith simultaneously bring about visions of the plates for two groups of four menJ53
as well as for Oliver Cowdery and David Whitmer? Bennett still has
some explaining to do.
Bennett Slays the Straw Men
The ultimate expression of Bennett's excessive faultfinding is his
tendency to knock down straw-man doctrines. It is a difficult task to
gain an adequate understanding of a substantially different religious
tradition, but if one is intent on finding fault, he or she will unfailingly
garble many things. It takes much less work to defeat an imaginary,
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stupid opponent than a real, intelligent one. This is the primary reason that it is highly inadvisable to seek information about another
religion primarily from hostile sources. As Isaiah Bennett put it when
he was still a Mormon: "When I joined the Church and entered the
waters of baptism I had a great deal of repentance to do, especially
intellectual repentance. To actually have gone to the enemy to find
out what the Church believes-what
a blockhead!"1'i4 In his book,
Bennett points out several instances in which Mormons have mischaracterized Catholic doctrine, but his examples are generally offhand comments and not large books pretending to deliver "what
Catholics really believe." In this section I will point out just a few of
the many instances in which Bennett misses subtle points of LDS
theology and builds large arguments upon the basis of imaginary
doctrines. Evidently, a couple of years as a member of the Church of
Jesus Christ and a stack of anti-Mormon source books do not make
an expert on Mormonism.
In Inside Mormonism, Bennett quotes several statements by Elder
Bruce R. McConkie to the effect that we are to worship the Father
rather than Jesus Christ (pp. 297-300). However, in context it is clear
that McConkie was only teaching that we should not pray directly to
Jesus, but only to the Father. If Bennett had bothered to look up
"worship" in McConkie's Mormon Doctrine, he would have found
this statement: "The Father and the Son are the objects of all true
worship .... No one can worship the Father without also worshiping
the Son."155One would think that Catholics, who insist that praying
to saints does not equal worship, would not have much trouble understanding the LDS belief that worship does not necessarily equal
prayer. Latter-day Saints are taught to pray to the Father in the name
of the Son and through the Holy Spirit. The believer addresses the
Father in the name of Jesus Christ because Jesus is our advocate; being filled with the Holy Spirit, the believer is prompted to pray for
that which is in accord with the will of God.J'i6 One can imagine the
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Son standing next to the believer, pleading his case as the believer
strives to submit his will to the will of God as communicated by the
Holy Spirit. If our prayers are always addressed to the Father, that does
not mean we do not worship the other members of the Godhead
through reverence, devotion, gratitude, and keeping of covenants
with him.
Bennett continues this line of reasoning (IM, pp. 299-300) by
appealing to a common misconception among members of the
Church of Jesus Christ that the name Elohim refers exclusively to the
Father and that the name Jehovah refers exclusively to the Son. Bennett asserts, "The tangle of Mormon error is further exposed when
one notices that we are specifically instructed to worship Jehovah and
not any other God whatsoever, which would preclude worshipping
Elohim" (IM, p. 299; see Exodus 34: 14). While it is true that Latterday Saints use these names to refer to specific persons, it is also true
that these names are used as titles that may be applied to other members of the Godhead, referring to the fact that the Godhead, is in a
sense, "one God." James E. Talmage quoted this excerpt from Smith's
Comprehensive
Dictionary of the Bible: "Name in the scriptures not
only = that by which a person is designated, but frequently = all that
is known to belong to the person having this designation, and the
person himself." 157 Since the Son is one with the Father, and all that
belongs to the Father also belongs to the Son, often the Godhead is
referred to in a collective sense. For instance, Talmage also wrote:
Note that distinction is not always indicated here between
the Eternal Father or Elohim, and the Son who is Jehovah or
Jesus Christ. In the Authorized or King James Version of the
Old Testament, JEHOVAH is rendered LORD, printed in
capitals; while LORD GOD indicates the personalities of
Elohim and Jehovah, or both the Father and the Son.15H
A perfect illustration of these different usages can be found in the
writings of Joseph Smith. In a prayer delivered at the dedication of
157.
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the Kirtland Temple, Joseph addressed his pleas to the "Holy Father,
in the name of Jesus Christ," but, in the middle of the prayer, he said,
"0 Jehovah, have mercy upon this people" (D&C 109:4,34). A few
days later he received a revelation in which Jesus Christ appeared;
Joseph Smith identified him as Jehovah (see D&C 110:3). Consider
the statement, "Let us plead the justice of our cause; trusting in the
arm of Jehovah, the Eloheim, who sits enthroned in the heavens," 159
as well as this prayer:

o Thou,

who seest and knowest the hearts of all men-Thou
eternal, omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent JehovahGod-Thou
Eloheim, that sittest, as saith the Psalmist, "enthroned in heaven," look down upon Thy servant Joseph at
this time; and let faith on the name of Thy Son Jesus Christ,
to a greater degree than Thy servant ever yet has enjoyed, be
conferred upon him, even the faith of Elijah.160
Similarly, Brigham Young said, "It is true that the earth was organized by three distinct characters, namely, Eloheim, Yahovah, and
Michael:' 161But on another occasion, he said, "We obey the Lord, Him
who is called Jehovah, the Great I Am, I am a man of war, Eloheim,
etc."162Clearly, the Latter-day Saints do worship Jesus Christ and
sometimes have referred the title Jehovah to the Father and Elohim
to the Son.
Another example of a straw man is Bennett's charge that "Mormons deny the existence of original sin" (see 1M, pp. 336-43). On the
surface, this seems to be perfectly true, but he continues by stating
that because of the LDS belief in a premortal existence, "it would be
blasphemous to think these spirits would come into mortal life with
encumbrances other than those of their own pre-mortal making"
(IM, p. 341). This is inaccurate in that Latter-day Saints do believe
that man inherits a "sinful nature" because of the fall: "As in Adam, or
159. History of the Church, 5:94.
160.
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by nature, they fall, even so the blood of Christ atoneth for their sins"
(Mosiah 3:16). The LDS belief in premortal existence, however, does
dictate that "every spirit of man was innocent in the beginning; and
God having redeemed man from the fall, men became again, in their
infant state, innocent before God" (D&C 93:38). The "fallen nature"
is linked with the body, rather than the spirit, in LDS thought, whereas
other Christians usually teach that both body and spirit were tainted
by Adam. As Nephi put it, "And why should I yield to sin, because of
my flesh?" (2 Nephi 4:27). Brigham Young was even more explicit:
When the spirit overcomes the evil consequences of the fall,
which are in the mortal tabernacle, it will reign predominant
in the flesh, and is then prepared to be exalted, and will, in
the resurrection, be reunited with those particles that formed
the mortal body, which will be called together as with the
sound of a trumpet and become immortal.163
Even Bennett admits that "the flesh rebelled against the spirit
(Rom. 7:23)" (IM, p. 341). If so, how can the spirit be tainted to the
same degree as the flesh? In fact, the greatest distinction in LDS
teaching on the fall is that men will not be held accountable for
Adam's transgression but only for their own (see Moses 6:54; Article
of Faith 2). Bennett denies that Catholics believe men will be punished for Adam's sin (IM, pp. 342-43), but it is more correct to assert
that although it was once taught that unbaptized infants will be excluded from the full reward of heaven, the Catholic Church now
teaches that no one knows the fate of unbaptized infants, whose only
faults are inherited from Adam.
Bennett complains that it is an "entrenched misunderstanding in
the Mormon Church" that Catholicism teaches the damnation of unbaptized infants. He claims, "The Catholic Church has never taught
the damnation of any unbaptized infant" (IM, p. 212). However, this
isn't the entire story, as can be seen from the following statement
from the 1913 Catholic Encyclopedia, which was printed before recent
popes began to soften the teaching on this issue:
163.
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The fate of infants who die without baptism must be
briefly considered here. The Catholic teaching is uncompromising on this point, that all who depart this life without
baptism, be it of water, or blood, or desire, are perpetually
excluded from the vision of God. This teaching is grounded,
as we have seen, on Scripture and tradition, and the decrees
of the Church. Moreover, that those who die in original sin,
without ever having contracted any actual sin, are deprived
of the happiness of heaven is stated explicitly in the Confession of Faith of the Eastern Emperor Michael Palaeologus,
which had been proposed to him by Pope Clement IV in
1267, and which he accepted in the presence of Gregory X at
the Second Council of Lyons in 1274. The same doctrine is
found also in the Decree of Union of the Greeks, in the Bull
"Laetentur Coeli" of Pope Eugene IV, in the Profession of
Faith prescribed for the Greeks by Pope Gregory XlIl, and in
that authorized for the Orientals by Urban VlIl and Benedict
XlV. Catholic theologians are unanimous, consequently, in
declaring that infants dying without baptism, are excluded
from the beatific vision; but as to the exact state of these
souls in the next world they are not agreed. 1M
Certainly, many Latter-day Saints have not had a very clear idea
of the Catholic teaching on this point, and perhaps we should be
more exact in our language regarding this. On the other hand, it has
clearly been officially taught by the Roman Catholic Church that unbaptized infants will be excluded in some way from the full measure
of salvation granted to others, including baptized infants. Perhaps
this could be more accurately described as an exclusion from reward
rather than a "punishment," but the difference appears to me to be
merely semantic. In any case, we should definitely educate ourselves
about the current Catholic teaching, which is that they do not know
whether unbaptized infants may be saved. "As regards children who
have died without Baptism, the Church can only entrust them to the
mercy of God, as she does in her funeral rites for them. Indeed, the
164.
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great mercy of God who desires that all men should be saved, and Jesus'
tenderness toward children which caused him to say: 'Let the children come to me, do not hinder them,' allow us to hope that there is
a way of salvation for children who have died without Baptism. All
the more urgent is the Church's call not to prevent little children
coming to Christ through the gift of holy Baptism."16s
Other points should be raised about Bennett's critique of the
supposed LOS doctrine of the fall. First, he complains that the Latterday Saints believe the fall was necessary, while the Bible portrays it as
a sin (IM, pp. 338-40). However, if Adam and Eve did not know the
difference between good and evil at the time, how can they be held
fully accountable for their action by a just God? He also objects to
the idea that the fall was a necessary and even fortunate event, "even if
God used it to bring about something even better for us" (IM, p. 343).
If something better was brought about by God in consequence of the
fall, was it not a fortunate event? Consider this exclamation by Clement of Alexandria (ca. A.D. 200): "0 mystic wonder! The Lord was
laid low, and man rose up; and he that fell from Paradise receives as
the reward of obedience something greater (than Paradise)-namely,
heaven itself."166Is it not a good thing that God can say man "is become as one of us, to know good and evil" (Genesis 3:22)? And why
would it be inherently a bad thing to be like God?
None of these straw-man topics has been fully discussed here,
but enough has been said to demonstrate that Bennett bases much of
his argumentation on an incomplete understanding of LOS doctrine.
Even if this were the only legitimate criticism of Bennett's work, it
would be clear that his conclusions about LOS beliefs should be
treated as suspect.

Conclusions
I can think of no better statement to summarize
about Bennett's work than the following by Keating:
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We all like a good argument. We like the give-and-take,
and we enjoy watching one party score a point and the second return the favor. A good argument, particularly on an
important theme, stimulates our minds and helps us draw
our own conclusions. We do not demand that each participant give both sides-each
needs to give only his own, as
well as he can-but we do insist on fair play. We do not want
one participant to misrepresent what the other thinks or to
make points by using cheap shots. Ridicule, misrepresentation, taking quotations out of context, bending the truth,
leaving out important facts-these
violate the rules of the
game.167
I have had enough experience with anti-Mormon
literature to
come to expect such behavior, but it is deeply disappointing to me to
find this approach used among Catholics. I am disappointed because,
in my experience, Catholics have been much less inclined than certain Protestant groups to engage in such religious mudslinging. I
have had several reasonable and charitable discussions with Catholic
acquaintances in the past, including an ex-Mormon and another who
makes his living defending the Catholic faith, and I am very disappointed that such misconceptions are being published and distributed by a respected Catholic institution. It is my hope that Catholic
Answers will turn from this behavior and initiate a legitimate discussion of LDS beliefs and practices.
It is also my hope that Latter-day Saints will be more careful and
charitable when describing the beliefs of their Roman Catholic neighbors. All parties could benefit from following the guidelines suggested by Joseph Smith:

1fTesteem mankind to be in error, shall I bear them down?
No. I will lift them up, and in their own way too, if I cannot
persuade them my way is better; and I will not seek to compel any man to believe as I do, only by the force of reasoning,
for truth will cut its own way. Do you believe in Jesus Christ
167.
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and the Gospel of salvation which he revealed? So do I. Christians should cease wrangling and contending with each
other, and cultivate the principles of union and friendship in
their midst; and they will do it before the millennium can be
ushered in and Christ takes possession of His kingdom.168

16R.
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FINDERS OF THE LOST ARK

John A. Tvedtnes

ith the publication of this book, Kerry Ross Boren and Lisa Lee
Boren have joined a growing list of people of various religious
persuasions who claim either to have found the ark of the covenant
or to know where it is hidden. What makes these stories hard to accept, among other things, is that they disagree on the location of the
ark, some placing it in Europe (Ireland or France), others in Israel,
and still others in either Egypt or Ethiopia. Before discussing the
Borens' book, I will provide a brief summary of what is known about
the ark from ancient sources and explore other recent speculations
regarding it.
Interest in the ark's location was undoubtedly sparked by the
Indiana Jones motion picture Raiders of the Lost Ark, in which the
Nazis locate the ark in Egypt. Somehow, people find it hard to believe
that God would permit the destruction of sacred relics. Over the centuries, this conviction has led to a belief in the preservation of such
items as the ark of the covenant, the garments of skin given to Adam
and Eve, the cup used at the last supper (the holy grail), the spear
that pierced Christ's side, the "true cross" on which he was crucified,
the shroud in which he was buried, and the kerchief with which

W
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Veronica wiped his sweating face as he carried the cross to Calvary,
leaving the imprint of his face on the cloth. I
Can the ark really be hidden somewhere? In order to answer that
question, we must review the Bible story. According to I Kings 8: 1-9
and 2 Chronicles 5: I-I0, Solomon placed the ark in his newly constructed temple in Jerusalem. During the reign of Solomon's son Rehoboam,
the Egyptian king Shishak attacked Jerusalem and carried away the
treasures kept in its temple (see 1 Kings 14:25-26; 2 Chronicles 12:9).
The ark is not specifically mentioned, leaving us to speculate whether
it was taken to Egypt along with the rest of the booty or hidden prior
to the arrival of the Egyptian army at Jerusalem.
More than three centuries after the temple's original construction, King Josiah of Judah instituted religious reforms, including instructions to the priests to place the ark in the newly refurbished
temple (see 2 Chronicles 35:3). Jeremiah, a contemporary of Josiah,
prophesied, "And it shall come to pass, when ye be multiplied and increased in the land, in those days, saith the Lord, they shall say no
more, The ark of the covenant of the Lord: neither shall it come to
mind: neither shall they remember it; neither shall they visit it; neither shall that be done any more" (Jeremiah 3:16).
After Jeremiah's time, the Old Testament is silent about the ark.
In his days, the Babylonians destroyed the temple and carted off its
sacred vessels (see 2 Kings 25: 13-17; Jeremiah 52: 17-23). But the ark
and other implements such as the seven-branched lampstand are not
listed among the stolen relics, nor are they included in the list of
temple paraphernalia returned to Jerusalem in 537 B.C. by order of
the Persian king Cyrus, who had conquered Babylon. Consequently,
we do not know what became of the ark of the covenant. Made of
wood overlaid with gold (see Exodus 25: 10-21 ), it may have been destroyed or dismantled.2
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Early Traditions about the Hiding of the Ark
Stories about the hiding of the ark go back many centuries. According to the Babylonian Talmud (see Homyot 12a; Kerithot 5b),
Josiah, king of Judah, in preparation for the exile prophesied by
Moses in Deuteronomy 28:36, hid away the ark, the anointing oil, the
jar of manna (see Exodus 16:33), Aaron's rod (see Numbers 17:8),
and the coffer sent as a gift by the Philistines when returning the ark to
Israel (see 1 Samuel 6:8). Variant stories are also given: the ark was
taken to Babylon along with the treasures of the temple (see Yoma
53b), or it was hidden away in the chamber of the woodshed of the
temple (see Yoma 54a). Other early Jewish accounts credit the prophet
Jeremiah with hiding both the tabernacle and the ark in a cave on
Mount Nebo (see 4 Baruch 3:7-19; 2 Maccabees 2: 1-8; Chronicles of
ferahmeel 77:4-9; Lives of the Prophets 2: 11-19). According to Midrash Rabbah Numbers 15:10 and 2 Baruch 6:7-9, five things from the
first temple were absent in the second temple but will be restored in
the messianic age; these are the sacred fire, the ark, the menorah or
lampstand, the Spirit, and the cherubim. According to "Abot de Rabbi
Nathan 41, eight things were hidden away, including the ark.
A medieval Hebrew document, Massekhet Kelim ("Tractate of the
Vessels"), describes how the vessels of the Jerusalem temple were hidden away when the Babylonians conquered Jerusalem in 587 B.C., indicating that some of the Levites prepared a list of the vessels and their
hiding places on a copper tablet.3 One is readily reminded of the
Copper Scroll, found among the Dead Sea Scrolls, that has a similar list.4
Early Christian traditions attribute the hiding of the ark to Simeon,
who was high priest at the time of the Babylonian destruction of the
temple (see Conflict of Adam and Eve with Satan IV, 10.16-17; Book
of the Rolls folio 137a). The Samaritans also have traditions about
hiding the temple relics, this time on Mount Gerizim.5
3. The oldest copy of the text was rediscovered
gogue in Old Cairo just over a century ago.
4.

See the discussion
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crossing of the Red Sea. Wyatt claimed that it was there during his
first (admittedly illegal) visit to that region but was removed by the
Saudis and replaced with a thin metal pole, which he videotaped during his second (again illegal) visit. Since Wyatt was not trained in any
of the ancient or modern languages of the region, one wonders how
he could have known who erected the supposed column or what it
was supposed to commemorate.
Michael Sanders, Qualified but Speculative
British archaeologist Michael Sanders has traced the history of
the ark and also believes that he has located the cities of Sodom and
Gomorrah beneath the waters of the Dead Sea. I I He begins with the
assumption that most scholars agree there never was a pharaoh named
Shishak; he then identifies this as the Hebrew name given an Egyptian king and says that it is not an Egyptian name at all. To be sure, it
is not an Egyptian name, but it is also not a Hebrew name. Most
scholars believe that the Shishak of the Bible is the Egyptian king
Shoshenk or Sheshonk, part of the twenty-second Dynasty that controlled Egypt. Sanders says that the identification is impossible because the vowels are different, ignoring the fact that vowels were
added only to later copies of the Hebrew Bible. (Egyptian vowels are
also uncertain.)
Relying on the fact that the Bible mentions only Shishak's attack
on the kingdom of Judah to the south and notes nothing about an
attack on the northern kingdom of Israel, Sanders suggests that
Shishak must be Ramses III, the only Egyptian king (according to
him) who attacked just the south but not the north. (In fact, the name
Sheshonk was discovered on part of a broken monument at Megiddo
in northern Israel.) For some reason, he never considers that the authors of the Bible, who lived in the kingdom of Judah, might not have
II.
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cared what Shishak did to their enemies to the north. Sanders's omission of facts suggests that he doesn't have a grasp of historiography.
Sanders's next step is to note that reliefs in the mortuary temple
of Ramses III at Medinet Habu in Egypt depict various gold boxes
being carried about by poles, one of them surmounted (after a couple
of lines of hieroglyphic text) by a winged solar disk, which Sanders
sees as the wings of the cherubim atop the ark of the covenant. Again,
however, he neglects to mention that other Egyptian temples depict
similar sacred boxes and that, in fact, the ark of the covenant is thought
by many scholars to have been patterned after the Egyptian arks,
which were carried by means of poles hefted by priests. Though he
never acknowledges it, Sanders is merely following in the steps of
Immanuel Velikovsky, who proposed in 1952 that it was the Egyptian
pharaoh Thutmose II (whom Velikovsky identified as the biblical Shishak) who carried the ark and other temple implements from Jerusalem to Egypt. Velikovsky relied on the Ethiopic tradition when he
identified the queen of Sheba with Thutmose Irs predecessor, Hatshepsut. Just as Velikovsky believed that Hatshepsut's mortuary temple
at Deir al-Bahri was patterned after Solomon's temple, Sanders believes
that the Jerusalem temple was the pattern for Ramses Ill's temple.12
Returning to Sanders's proposal, we next find him referring to
Papyrus Harris, which mentions that Ramses III built a temple outside Egypt at a place called dhy of Canaan. Sanders suggests that there
would be no reason for an Egyptian king to build a temple outside
his homeland unless it was intended to house sacred implements-in
this case, the ark and other treasures of the temple. Sanders identifies
dhy with the Palestinian village of Dahariyah, south of Hebron. He
has located an ancient wall that may date to Bible times. Soundings at
one corner suggest a hollow beneath the wall that may be an Egyptian
foundation deposit, which, Sanders believes, contains not the ark but
the two stone tablets of the law that had been removed from the ark.
At least Sanders acknowledges that the ark itself may no longer
exist and that it was probably melted down for its gold. I am inclined
12. See chapters 3--4 of Immanuel
day, 1952).

Velikovsky, Ages in Chaos (Garden City, N .Y.: Double-
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to concur with this conclusion, although I need to see some evidence
before I can concede that the tablets of the law are buried in the village
of Dahariyah.
The one thing that militates against Sanders's theory that the
Egyptian king Shishak took the ark is, as noted earlier, the fact that
the ark is mentioned three centuries later, in the time of the prophet
Jeremiah. One could argue that this was a replacement ark and not
the one constructed in Moses' day, but it is simply impossible to ascertain the truth.
Vendyl Jones
Although Ron Wyatt is no longer with us, his spirit lives on in
Vendyl Jones, a former Baptist pastor with strong Jewish leanings.11
He claims to be the model on which Indiana Jones was patterned for
the movies, though the producers deny it.14 He also asserts that he
not only knows where the ark of the covenant is hidden but has also
found other materials formerly used in the Jerusalem temple, such as
the sacred anointing oil and the incense.ls These are said to have
been uncovered in a cave in the area where the Dead Sea Scrolls were
discovered in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Jones has been following
clues left in the Copper Scroll found in Cave 3, which purports to list
the burial sites of various writings and treasures from the temple.
While many believe the text to be fictional, a number of scholars have
suggested that the description of the items and their whereabouts re-
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late to the temple in Jerusalem rather than to the Qumran area. Only
time will tell if Jones is on to something. In
Meanwhile, because he lacks formal training in archaeology, the
Israel Antiquities Authority has prohibited Jones from excavating in
the region. For a time, Jones continued his work under the guise of
"geological" rather than archaeological work, though he is also not a
trained geologist. He was recently expelled from the site because he
brought in heavy equipment that has damaged the area.
Enter the Borens
But who needs Vendyl "Indy" Jones when we have Kerry and Lisa
Boren to set us straight and tell us that the ark is actually located in
Utah's Sanpete County? No need to travel to the Middle East or Africa;
it is right in our own backyard!
Actually, the Borens do more than tell us about the ark of the
covenant; chapter titles in their book include "The Secret of Temple
Hill," "The Secret of Sanpete," and "The Sanpete Sanctuary." The
Borens also discuss the golden fleece of Greek mythology, the famous
Oak Island mystery, the Welsh Prince Madoc and his reputed voyage
to the New World, and the "New Atlantis"; they even appropriate the
title of Hancock's book The Sign and the Seal as the title of one of
their chapters (though it has nothing to do with Hancock's work).
The strange nature of the Boren book is exemplified by the facts that
they credit Jason, the hero of Greek mythology who sought the
golden fleece, with having built a temple on the spot where the Manti
Utah Temple now stands and that they assert that Prince Madoc
(who they claim was a Knight Templar) later became king of the
Aztecs and constructed another temple on the same hill. All this is
rolled together with the Greek mythological accounts of the garden
of the Hesperides and King Midas.
Like other typical seekers of the lost ark, the Borens are really
treasure hunters and have produced two previous books about the
16.

though
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"lost Rhoades mine," to which they return in this latest book as well
(chapters 14-16). Chapter 2 discusses the claim of John Brewer to
have discovered caves behind the Manti Temple hill during the 1960s,
where he found mummies, stone boxes, and metal plates.17 In an online discussion of their book, whose original title was to have been
The Treasure of God: Solving the Mystery of Sanpete Valley, Utah (the
current subtitle), the Borens talk about Brewer's "discoveries." Their
description is accompanied by photographs of some of the Brewer
plates, but one photograph happens to show one of the fraudulent
Padilla gold plates from Mexico.1R
In a series of pedigree charts in the latter part of the book, the
Borens trace the lineage of the various monarchs and Knights Templar, who supposedly had possession of the ark, down to Latter-day
Saint Bishop Isaac Morley, who settled Sanpete County. And guess
what-Kerry
Boren is listed as a descendant of the Prophet Joseph
Smith and Morley's daughter Lucy Diantha. Boren does not note,
however, his present residence, which is the Utah State Penitentiary,
where he was sent after the 1983 beating death of his first wife, Elvia.
When the infamous Salamander Letter came to the fore in 1984--85,
some anti-Mormons immediately proclaimed it as evidence that
Joseph Smith was involved in the occult. D. Michael Quinn even used
it as the premise for some of his thinking in his book Early Mormonism and the Magic World View, 19 now in its second edition. But
17.
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one well-known critic of the church, Jerald Tanner, was convinced
from the start that the document was a forgery. He believed it had
been fabricated by none other than Kerry Ross Boren.20 As it turned
out, Tanner was wrong in this identification; Mark Hofmann turned
out to be the forger and, worse yet, a murderer. His current address is
the same as Boren's.
On the back cover of the Borens' book, we find a brief biographical sketch of Kerry but no mention of Lisa Lee Wallgren Boren, whom
he married in 1986 after being incarcerated. He carefully omits any
reference to his criminal behavior and suggests that he is a renowned
author and researcher who even "assisted Alex Haley with research
on his books Roots and Queen." Unfortunately, Haley has passed
away, so we cannot verify this claim. Boren notes that he has "published articles in many periodicals," some of them with "the National
Center and Association for Outlaw and Lawman History" (back cover),
which, according to his Web site (oboran.com), he founded. That
seems fitting, as is his claim to have "worked on many films" as a
consultant, "including Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid and
Against a Crooked Sky," and-again
according to his Web site-to
have been a contributor to Robert Redford's book The Outlaw Trail.
Now, maybe Boren really was involved with all these things and
the others he lists, but my concern is with his investigation into the
whereabouts of the ark of the covenant. I categorically reject this and
other attempts to demonstrate that its location-if
it still exists-is
known. Should you purchase and read this book? Will you find any
truth in it? Perhaps, but even if you find its claims outrageous, you can
at least take consolation in the fact that you may have contributed to
Boren's legal defense fund. Or if you just enjoy reading fantasy, this
book is for you.
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An Afterthought
It is possible, of course, that God has preserved the ark of the
covenant, but to what purpose? The apostle Paul wrote that the law
of Moses was "a shadow of things to come; but the body is of Christ"
(Colossians 2: 17). This is precisely the view given in Hebrews 9-10 of
the tabernacle, the ark, and the other implements of worship made by
Israel in the time of Moses. "For the law [of Moses] having a shadow
of good things to come, and not the very image of the things, can
never with those sacrifices which they offered year by year continually make the comers thereunto perfect" (Hebrews 10: 1). That perfection comes through Christ, who brought a "new covenant" (Jeremiah
31:31-34; Hebrews 8:8-13; 10:16; 12:24), written "not in tables of
stone [kept in the ark of the covenant], but in fleshy tables of the
heart" (2 Corinthians 3:3).
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